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Reading  A Declaration of Interdependence (Melissa Bacon) 

We hold these truths to be self-evident: 

That all life is interconnected, and endowed by Creation with certain inalienable rights 
and responsibilities, 

That among these are presence, compassion, and the pursuit of happiness. 

That to secure these rights and responsibilities, 

We open our minds and hearts to the needs of others, and our own true needs, 

We hear the sound of the living universe in our ears, and add our voices to the song, 

We live every moment with awareness of the purity and power of existence. 

And in the light of these truths, we pledge to each other our love and our breath, 

For the pain of one is the pain of all, the freedom of the one is the freedom of the all, 
the life and breath of one are the life and breath of all, and the salvation of one is impossible 
without the salvation of all.  

Sermon 

I 

If you search the internet for the term “Ubuntu,” the top “hit” you’ll see is a link—
www.ubuntu.com—that will take you to the web site for Ubuntu—a Linux-based operating 
system for computers and smart phones that was developed by Mark Shuttlesworth, a South 
African entrepreneur, in 2004.  

Today, Ubuntu is the world’s most popular Linux-based operating system for desktop 
and personal computers, with more than 20 million users world-wide.  

And because it is a free, open source operating system, it is not owned by any individual 
or corporation—or, more precisely, is “owned” by the Ubuntu community of software 
developers all around the world who all contribute to its ongoing development and re-
creation—and is available, free of charge, to anyone who wants to use it.    

If, however, you’re not a computer geek and are willing to click through a few pages of 
search results, you’ll eventually discover that “ubuntu” is not just a computer operating system.  

It’s a concept—or, some would say, a philosophy—that is deeply rooted in the 
languages and cultures of southern Africa.  

Ubuntu is a word, with many different meanings, that refers to a set of human 
characteristics, qualities, values, and behaviors that, together, constitute a shared 
understanding of what it means to be a “real” human being. It’s an ontological, psychological 
and sociological “theory” about human identity, the self, others, and community that is quite 



different from the ways that European Americans living in the 21st century think about who we 
are, individually and collectively, and what it means to be a human being. More importantly, 
though, ubuntu is not simply an abstract concept, philosophy, or theory, but an ethical and 
spiritual practice: a way of being and living—harmoniously and interdependently—in 
relationship and community with others. 

II 

Ubuntu is a word in two of the languages spoken in South Africa—Zulu and Xhosa. But 
because Zulu and Xhosa are only two variants of the larger group of languages, called Bantu, 
spoken all across sub-Saharan Africa, similar words (and concepts) appear in the languages and 
cultures of Zambia, Rwanda, Botswana, Uganda, the Congo, and West Africa.  

Etymologically, the word ubuntu consists of two parts: the linguistic “root” ntu, a noun 
that means “person” or “being,” and the prefix ubu, which distinguishes the “general” or 
“abstract” form of the noun from its singular or particular form.  

So, ubuntu literally means “human-ness:” the quality of being that is common to and 
shared by all human beings, as well as the essential human-ness or “personhood” that makes 
each of us and all people “real” human beings.  

III 

In this sense, ubuntu is something that all people have—the essential something, the 
“human-ness,” the inherent worth and dignity, the spirit or soul—that makes all of us truly 
“human.” And, in that sense, ubuntu is something that all people possess or “have,” simply by 
virtue of being human beings. 

But ubuntu also refers to the characteristics, attitudes, actions, and behaviors that 
spring from that the ubuntu spirit—the spirit that lives deep within each person and all people: 
the spirit of life and love and all that is the best of who we are and what we can be as human 
beings. 

The problem, of course, is that the spirit of ubuntu within a person is visible only 
through the ways that we act, in the words we speak, and the deeds we do or don’t do. And, 
while the spirit of ubuntu is present in everyone, ubuntu is not always present in our thoughts, 
words, and deeds—in the ways we think about ourselves and others, in our attitudes and 
intentions, in our relationships with others, in the ways we speak and behave, in our actions: 
what we do and what we don’t do. 

And so, perhaps, it’s better to say that a person with ubuntu is a person who acts in and 
from the spirit of ubuntu—a person whose “human-ness” is reflected in the way he or she lives.  

Perhaps that’s why South Africa’s Anglican Archbishop and Nobel Peace Prize winner, 
Desmond Tutu, says that a person with ubuntu is a person who is “open and available to 
others,” someone who is caring and compassionate, “welcoming, warm, hospitable, generous, 
and willing to share.”  

Perhaps that’s why, when Nelson Mandela, the “father” of post-apartheid South Africa 
and, like Desmond Tutu, winner of the Nobel Peace Prize, was asked to define the meaning of 



ubuntu, Mandela responded by telling this story: “In the old days, when a traveler through our 
country would stop at a village, he didn’t have to ask for food or for water. When he stopped, 
the people [of the village welcomed him, entertained him, and] gave him food and water 
[without being asked to do so]. That is … ubuntu.” 

A person who has ubuntu is filled with “human-ness.” A person who has ubuntu is a 
“real” human being—or, as they say in Yiddish, a real mensch.  

We all have ubuntu. But we choose how much or how little ubuntu we manifest through 
our attitudes, thoughts, words, and deeds.   

IV 

Ubuntu, however, is not simply about welcoming, hospitality, and compassion. It’s not 
just about ethics—being a good person or doing the right thing.  

It’s an ontological philosophy—a radically different way of thinking about and 
understanding what it means for a person to be a human being and it cuts to the very core of 
what we believe about human identity, the self, who we are as individuals, and our 
relationships with others. 

The essence of ubuntu ontology is expressed in a Xhosa proverb that, roughly 
translated, goes like this: “A person is a person through other persons.” 

Ubuntu philosophy asserts that there is a deep, common bond between and among all 
human beings and that it is through our relationship with other human beings that we discover 
and express our own “human-ness” or ubuntu. We need each other in order to be “real” 
human beings and, in a very real sense, have no “true” individual identity apart from our 
relationships with and connection to others.  

I am not, and can never simply be, me as an individual human being, alone and in 
isolation, but only me as a son, father, grandfather, husband, friend, neighbor, minister, and 
member of the communities, tribes, culture, and society to which I belong. It is my 
relationships, not who I am, that define me and make me who I am.   

Take a minute to think about that. It’s a pretty radical notion. And perhaps more than a 
little bit uncomfortable for those of us who are European American Unitarian Universalists 
living here in the United States in the early years of the 21st century. Because the ubuntu 
concept of personhood stands in stark contrast to the modern, post-enlightenment, “western” 
view of human beings as, first and foremost, individuals, or worse yet, self-made and self-
sufficient individuals.  

The “I” stands at the center of modern, western philosophy, society, and culture. “I 
think, therefore I am.” But ubuntu philosophy stands Rene Descartes on his head by asserting, 
instead: “I am, because we are.” “I am, because we are.”  

V 

Ubuntu is more about “we” than “me.” But that doesn’t mean that “I” or “me” is 
completely subsumed by the “you” and “we.” Individuality is still recognized and valued. Each 



person is seen as the unique and precious person he or she is—as an individual self who 
possesses inherent worth and dignity simply because she is a human being.  

The difference between ubuntu and modern American society and culture is not that 
one values the individual and the other doesn’t. Indeed, ubuntu may value the individual even 
more highly, in practice, than America’s modern individualistic, capitalistic, consumerist culture. 
It’s just that, in ubuntu, the “I” and “me” is always valued in the context of the “you” and “we” 
of relationships and community.  

It’s not that ubuntu values the community over the individual. It’s just that it recognizes 
that we all need each other, that we all depend on each other, and that none of us are self-
made or self-sufficient individuals.  

The essence of ubuntu is that realization of relationship and interdependence—the 
knowledge that we are all connected and connected so deeply that, in a very real sense, “I” am 
in “you” and “you” are in “me.”  

In the Shona language of South Africa, people greet relatives, friends, neighbors and 
strangers by asking: “Good morning, did you sleep well?” and responding: “I slept well if you 
slept well.” 

It’s a greeting that reflects their belief that we are so deeply connected that if you don’t 
sleep well, how could I sleep well? It’s an affirmation that my well-being is inexorably and 
inescapably tied up in your well-being and in the well-being of all. It’s an acknowledgement that 
your pain is, truly, my pain, and that, in the words of Unitarian Universalist minister Bill Schulz, 
“no one is saved unless all are saved.” It’s a reminder that, as Desmond Tutu has said, we are all 
diminished as human beings when others are diminished, humiliated, tortured, or oppressed.  

VI 

Ubuntu is a a philosophy and practice that is deeply rooted in the culture of southern 
African.  

But it also, I believe, has much to offer to us as Unitarian Universalists, whose liberal, 
living religious tradition draws from the wisdom of all of the world’s religions and cultures.   

Ubuntu, I believe, is a religious, as well as cultural, concept and a spiritual, as well as 
ethical, practice and it shares of the values that we hold as Unitarian Universalists: the inherent 
worth and dignity of each and every person; justice, equity, and compassion in human 
relations; the importance of community; respect for the interdependent web of all existence of 
which we are all a part. 

Ubuntu has much to offer us, as Unitarian Universalists, and much to offer, as well, to all 
of us who live in this modern, western world where individualism, capitalism, and consumerism 
reign supreme and relationships and community are too often neglected. 

Ubuntu can be one of Africa’s gifts to the West because, as Michael Battle, an African-
American Episcopal priest who studied with Desmond Tutu, writes, it provides, with its ethic of 
interdependence, a much-needed counterpoint to the excessive, competitive individualism that 
characterizes so much of modern American culture.  



Ubuntu offers us a way to think differently about who we are as individuals—to 
recognize that we are not self-made, self-sufficient individuals—and, more importantly, to live 
our lives differently—more deeply and fully—in relationship and community, realizing that I 
truly am because we are, that your pain is my pain, that when you are diminished I am 
diminished as well, that I can’t sleep well if you don’t sleep well. 

Ubuntu calls us to live not only for ourselves but for others, to make radical hospitality, 
empathy, and compassion a deep and meaningful part of who we are as individuals, as 
communities, and as a society. Ubuntu reminds us of the importance of relationship and 
community, calling us to value unity over separation and division, to mend, heal, and restore 
broken relationships. Ubuntu leads us toward not only reconciliation and restoration, but to 
responsibility and accountability as well by insisting that we call both ourselves and others back 
to that which is best within us when fall short of who and what we should be. And, finally, the 
spirit of ubuntu reminds us that injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere and so we 
are called, by the ties that bind us all to everyone and everything, to seek justice for all and to 
seek the common good above our own selfish interests.   

Ubuntu is deeply rooted in African culture, but it is also universal because it speaks to 
who we are and who we should be as human beings—and we are all human beings whether we 
speak English, Spanish, or Zulu, whether we live in Raleigh or South Africa, whether our skin is 
dark or light. 

So may we remember, today and always, that we are all connected with everyone and 
everything and that each of us is because, together, we are. May we remember, today and 
always, that whatever differences there may be among us, we are all human beings and we all 
have ubuntu. And may we live together in the spirit of ubuntu today, tomorrow, and always.  

May it be so. Ashé. Selah.  
 
 
 
 
 
 


