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I 

If you participated in one or more of the Moral Monday protests at the state legislative 
building this past spring or summer or listened to news coverage of the protests on radio or TV, 
you probably heard the voice of the Rev. William Barber, the African American pastor of the 
Greenleaf Disciples of Christ Church in Goldsboro, and, since 2006, president of the North 
Carolina NAACP.  

And if you’ve heard Rev. Barber, you know the power of his words, the power of his 
preaching, the power of his vision—the power of an authentic prophetic voice that echoes the 
call of prophets, from Amos, Micah, Isaiah, and Jesus to Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King, 
Jr., Oscar Romero, and Nelson Mandela: the call to speak truth to power, to set the captives 
free, to feed the hungry, shelter the homeless, and care for the least of those among us, and 
“let justice roll down like waters and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.”  

Listen …. [Play audio clip.] 

I stand in awe of Rev. Barber. But I don’t stand in awe of him simply because he’s a 
powerful preacher and tireless champion and advocate for social justice.  

I stand in awe of him because, to me, he is, truly, a prophet.  

II 

Now I realize that, for some of you, it may sound a bit strange to hear me refer to Rev. 
Barber—or anyone, for that matter—as a prophet.  

In A People So Bold, one of my colleagues, Rev. Meg Riley, writes that the word prophet 
bewilders many [Unitarian Universalists], conjuring up images of wild-eyed, ranting men with 
long white beards holding signs proclaiming “The End Is Near.” Indeed, she continues, many 
Unitarian Universalists seem to have abandoned the word prophetic entirely, speaking instead 
of individuals and congregations that are bold, visionary, vital, involved, engaged, or justice-
seeking.  

And those, she says, are not bad words at all. It’s just that she thinks the word prophetic 
is better because of its relationship to time and possibility, because it draws from a place deep 
in our past and casts our vision around the corner into an unknown future, because it’s really 
not about proclaiming that “the end is near” but, rather, that “the beginning is now.” 

And so, this morning, I’d like to explore with you what it might mean for us to say, as we 
do in the second of the six sources of Unitarian Universalism, that the “living tradition” of our 
liberal religious faith draws from the “words and deeds of prophetic women and men, which 
challenge us to confront the powers and structures of evil with justice, compassion, and the 
transforming power of love.” 

 

 



III 

And the first thing that I want you to notice about that statement—a statement that 
defines, at least in part, what Unitarian Universalism is—is that it doesn’t say “words and deeds 
of women and men,” but “words and deeds of prophetic women and men.”  

And so, as strange as it may sound, Unitarian Universalism is a prophetic faith.  

We are, as Unitarian Universalist minister Kathleen Rolenz writes in Sources of Our 
Faith, a faith that looks “to the example of our spiritual ancestors and the prophets of our time 
for the strength and wisdom to do the right thing.”  

“Most religious traditions,” she continues, “have their [own prophets, saints, and sages] 
and Unitarian Universalism is no different. … But we do not lift up our own [prophets, saints, 
and sages] above all others, saying that only with them will truth be found. [Instead,] we are led 
to deeper wisdom and action by many outside our own faith story who have spoken to the 
human condition and the ethical demand to leave the word better than we found it.” 

As Unitarian Universalists, our liberal religious faith is informed and enriched, 
strengthened and sustained by the words and deeds of prophetic women and men—known 
and unknown, famous and forgotten, ancient and modern, living and dead, of all ages, times, 
and places, all cultures and races, all nations and all faiths—who have spoken truth to power 
and worked and lived and died in the cause of freedom, equality, inclusion, community, and 
justice. 

IV 

What, though, does it mean to say that someone is a prophet? What does it mean to 
speak and act prophetically? And how might we, as Unitarian Universalists, understand what it 
means to be a prophet in ways that are both similar to, and different from, the ways that other 
religions have historically understood what it means to be a “true” prophet? 

Inquiring minds want to know! (Pause.) And so, let us look first to the Gospel According 
to Merriam Webster where it is written: A prophet is one who utters a divinely inspired 
revelation or message from God.  

It’s not surprising, then, that the prophets of the Hebrew Bible—Isaiah, Amos, Micah, 
Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Jonah, and others—often began their prophecies with the words: “Thus saith 
the Lord God of Hosts.” And it’s also not surprising that those who heard their words and 
believed that they were, so to speak, the “real deal,” understood that the words that the 
prophet spoke were not merely his words, but instead, the literal word of Yahweh, that the 
prophet’s demands were Jehovah’s commandments, that the prophet’s predictions of what 
might come were a reflection of the will of God.  

That definition of prophet, of course, doesn’t work for most Unitarian Universalists. Few, 
if any of us, believe that a prophet (or purported prophet) is, literally, God’s spokesperson or 
messenger or that God appeared to him or her and said “Go tell folks that I said they’d better 
shape up and fly right … or else!” And I know that if I were to stand up here and start off by 
saying “Thus saith the Lord,” none of you would believe me. In fact, you’d probably fire me on 
the spot or call the folks at the psych ward to come take me away because there wouldn’t be 



any doubt that I was insane or delusional.  

But that doesn’t mean we have to throw out the proverbial baby with the bath water.  

We can, if we choose, understand prophet to mean not someone who literally speaks 
for God but as one who has been called to express what she believes is a sacred truth. We can, 
if we choose, understand prophet to mean one who speaks out for justice and stands on the 
side of love. We can, if we choose, understand prophet to mean one who speaks for those 
whose voices cannot be heard—those who voices have been ignored or silenced by the powers 
and structures of evil, injustice, oppression, poverty, and discrimination. We can, if we choose, 
understand prophet to mean not someone who literally speaks for God but as one who speaks 
for the common good, for the well-being of all, for future generations, for all of earth’s 
creatures. 

And so, for religious liberals, a prophet can be anyone who, in the words of UU minister 
Roberta Finkelstein, has experienced a prodding, urgent, restless call for justice, from whatever 
source it may come, that impels her to see what needs to be seen, to say what needs to be said, 
and stand where a stand needs to be taken.  

A prophet can be anyone who speaks truth to power. A prophet can be anyone who 
reminds us who we are and who we are meant to be, calling us back to the best that is within 
us, individually and collectively. A prophet can be anyone who comforts the afflicted and afflicts 
the comfortable, pointing out conditions, within ourselves and within the world, that require 
our attention even though we might prefer to ignore them. A prophet can be anyone who 
confronts, in ways great or small, by word or deed, the powers and structures of evil with 
justice, compassion, and the transforming power of love.  

V 

In the Hebrew Bible, the prophets were (mostly) men (and a few women) who heard 
God’s call to speak out against evil, injustice, and oppression and answered that call by saying: 
“Here I am, Lord. Send me.” 

And so, to be a prophet is to listen, to be called, and to answer; to see, to speak, and to 
act.  

To be a prophet is to be called. And so, in the words of one of my colleagues, Rev. Lilli 
Nye: “It could be said that the prophet’s career begins with ‘the call,’ a sense of being called by 
God or by a higher law, to speak and witness to the people. But,” she continues, “the [work of 
the prophet actually begins] with listening—with listening and being receptive to that call.” 

To be a prophet is to listen and respond: to listen for the call of conscience, the call of 
truth, the call of justice, the call of community, the call of love, to hear with one’s heart, as well 
as one’s ears, the cry of the world’s suffering and brokenness, and to answer that call, however 
fearlessly or fearfully, saying “Here I am. I will speak out. I will stand up. I will say what must be 
said and do what must be done because I must say and do what must be said and done.” 

To be a prophet is to see. To be a prophet is to see clearly and with different eyes—to 
see the world clearly not only as it is but as it might be. To be a prophet is, in the words of UU 
minister Meg Riley, to “see through the lens of hope—not hope born from naiveté or from 



casting our gazes away from oppression and suffering, but hope as a [spiritual practice and 
commitment to work together to create what is holy, in the here and now]—in this 
incomprehensibly beautiful, horrifically broken, frighteningly vulnerable, miraculous place we 
call home.”  

To be a prophet is to have a vision of the world made whole, a world in which everyone 
has enough, a world in which life’s blessings can be enjoyed by all. To be a prophet is to hold 
onto that vision, persistently and courageously, despite the risks, despite disappointment, 
frustration, and failure, despite apathy, ostracism, and hatred,  

To be a prophet is to speak and to act. To be a prophet is to speak truth to power but 
also to speak one’s trust in love—to speak with compassion as well as passion. To be a prophet 
is to know when to speak and when mere words are not enough.  

To be a prophet, Rev. Roberta Finkelstein says, is not merely about railing, self-
righteously, against injustice and immorality, not merely about critique and confrontation and 
not about making people feel ashamed, but, instead, about change, transformation, and 
redemption for ourselves, for the oppressed, and for the oppressor. Prophetic words and 
deeds, she says, are “not about tearing down, but about rebuilding in a different image.”  

To be a prophet is to keep the dream alive, to keep the flame burning, to light the way 
for those who will follow, and to honor the heritage, and responsibility, that has been 
bequeathed to us by those prophetic women and men, known and unknown, who kept the 
dream alive, “leaving behind them no worldly kingdom, but only a gleam in the dark hills to 
show how high we may climb.”  

VI 

Already there have been many [prophets, heroes, saints, and martyrs] who have gone 
before us—prophetic women and men whose words and deeds still light the path for us. 

Who are they? Who are our prophets? Who has been a prophet for you?  

Who are the people—the prophetic women and men—who have answered the call of 
conscience, who have bent the moral arc of the universe toward justice, who have stood on the 
side of love? 

Who are the people—the prophetic women and men—whose words and deeds have 
made a difference, great or small, in your life, in the lives of others, in the world? 

I invite you to name them now—speaking their names aloud or silently in your heart. 

[Naming] 

VII 

Who are our prophets? (Pause.) We are. (Pause.) You and me. (Pause.) Each and every 
one of us.  

Each of us is called, called by justice, by freedom, by community, by love, by faith, and 
by our liberal religious heritage and tradition, to be a prophet—to speak and act prophetically. 

And our faith—our liberal religious heritage and tradition—also calls us, collectively and 



together, to be a prophetic liberal church: a prophetic liberal church that embodies what the 
20th century Unitarian theologian, James Luther Adams, called the “prophethood of all 
believers;” a prophetic liberal church that is actively involved in the “struggle … for human 
decency and justice;” a prophetic liberal church that “interprets the signs of the times in light of 
our faith” and “attempts to foresee the consequences of human behavior (both individual and 
institutional) with the intention of making history [instead] of merely being pushed around by 
it.” 

VIII 

“This,” Unitarian Universalist theologian and Harvard professor, Dan McKanan, writes, 
“is a time for prophets” if ever there was one—a time in which the “earth and her people cry 
out in anguish, in indignation, and, yet still, in hope.” And in times like these, he continues, “we 
need prophets with hands strong enough to smash the golden calves of plutocracy, hearts big 
enough to declare ‘jubilee’ to all who are burdened with debts they can never repay, and voices 
loud enough to be heard in the halls of Congress and the boardrooms of corporations.” 

“We need prophets of economics,” he writes, “to explain the cascading consequences of 
economic inequality and envision workplace democracy and socially responsible investment. 
We need prophets of science who can track the steady increase in global warming, chart its 
implications, and convey the urgency of those implications to policymakers. We need prophets 
of the arts to express their vision for social renewal in stirring songs and inspiring stories.” 

And, he says, “we need prophets of faith to bring the rich resources of religion into the 
struggle, making ancient traditions new by applying them to today’s challenges.” 

In times like these, the world needs to hear our voice—the prophetic voice of religious 
liberalism. We need to not only speak out and stand up against injustice but to do so as religion 
liberals, coming out of the closet and speaking, religiously and theologically, from the 
perspective of our liberal religious faith and values on social, economic, environmental, legal, 
and political issues.  

Who are our prophets? (Pause.) We are the prophets, drawing inspiration, strength, and 
courage from the words and deeds of those who have gone before us.  

We are the prophets who must proclaim not that the end is near, but that the beginning 
is now. 

May we, in the words of UU minister John Gibb Millspaugh, “recognize ourselves as a 
people worthy of all who have come before us, a people with the power to respond to the 
challenges of these times, a people who join hands within and beyond our congregations to 
work for a better future.” 

May we be a people so bold. 

May it be so.  


