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 “What Is Required of Us?  

A Sermon on Class and the Occupy Movement” 

 

Let me ask to begin this sermon by going to our gray hymnals. 

And let us read together those first two principles that we Unitarian Universalists 

Covenant to affirm and promote: 

The inherent worth and dignity of every person; 

Justice, equity, and compassion in human relations. 

 

Take a deep breath. 

This is a sermon about class,  

About our own Unitarian Universalist movement,  

about the occupy movements happening across 

This country and in Europe the last couple months, 

About creating dialogue, 

And about returning to the center these questions 

That get so polarized. 

I am clearly trying to make this about too much, 

But we can at least start the conversation. 

If you‟re looking forward to hearing from this pulpit satisfying righteous indignation, you will be 

disappointed. 

But to echo a sentiment I read this week by Rowan Williams, 

Archbishop of Canterbury,  

I think we can all agree that churches and temples and religions of all stripes 

Have a proper interest in the ethics of the financial world, 

And are right to ask whether our financial practices serve those who need 

To be served, or as Williams says, 

Have simply become idols that demand uncritical service. 

 

When I think about class and who‟s the 1% and who‟s the 99% 

 I think first not bout statistics or recent studies  

by the Congressional Budget Office 

Or banners or protests; 
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Instead, I think first of my grandfather –  

we called him grandpa when he was alive –  

Who was one of five children growing up in the Depression 

In the city of St. Louis.   

Born to Ida and Heinrich Detering (they were just a little bit German, just a little), 

Grandpa arrived into a home of fine furnishings, expensive clothes, 

Expensive tastes.   

Not quite the 1% in St. Louis, but far above the middle. 

Heinrich, his dad, my great grandfather, built up a business serving 

As the middle-man between banks looking to lend and poorer folks 

Looking to purchase a home.  At least that is what he told everyone. 

 

But then in 1929 the Depression hit, 

And soon the house of cards, of lies, that was his business began to fall 

For everyone to see. 

Turns out that my great grandfather took that money all those people 

Paid in down payments and mortgages 

And used it to fund his own lavish lifestyle, 

And that all those homes those people in St. Louis had thought they owned 

Were, in fact, owned by Heinrich, who falsified the papers 

And turned his business into one great big pyramid of lies. 

 

When the Depression hit all those people (and there were many) 

Lost their homes. 

And what did Heinrich do?  Did he confess?  Did he repent?  Did he go to jail? 

No, Heinrich fled.   

He fled to NYC, changed his name, and hid there for the rest of his life, 

Only occasionally sending letters to his family. 

My grandfather was 5 when he left. 

He lost everything – the home, the furniture, the clothes. 

To support herself and her five children, Ida, my great-grandmother, 

Made and sold cremation urns to local funeral homes, 

Barely making it, not enough food at times, going to bed hungry, 
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the name “Detering” a cursed name in some of the neighborhoods. 

And if you‟re thinking: that sounds like Bernie Madoff, 

That sounds like a Ponzi scheme, 

Know that is exactly what I thought, too, 

When I first heard this story only this summer 

When my father thought I was old enough to finally hear the truth, 

When he thought I was finally old enough  

to have these skeletons pulled out of the closet. 

 

As I tell you this story, 

I am hearing again Audre Lorde‟s poem: 

“And when we speak we are afraid our words will not be heard 

Nor welcomed. 

But when we are silent we are still afraid. 

So it is better to speak  

Remembering we were never meant to survive.” 

And I am thinking of the prophets and, in particular, of Micah, who asks: 

What is required of us? 

 

And I am thinking one thing required of me as is to speak 

about how this story from my life 

Has come back and back to me these last weeks as I have watched 

The Occupy Movement and spent some time studying 

 our own Unitarian Universalist Faith‟s rather shameful history with class. 

I feel required to tell us I have learned some discomforting things, 

Speaking of skeletons. 

 

I need to tell us that throughout our history, our principles not withstanding, 

That we have been a faith for the Elite, the privileged, the select few -  

How in the 1850‟s 2/3 of the wealthiest Bostonians were Unitarians, 

And by 1870 the average Unitarian was thirteen times richer than the average 

Member of any denomination. 

I don‟t want to, but I feel required to tell us how many Unitarian clergy 
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In the 1800‟s and 1900‟s looked down on other religions, especially Catholicism, 

Because they saw that religion as a “superstitious faith practiced by poor, 

Unwashed immigrants whose poverty was directly related, they said, 

To their lack of a disciplined Protestant work ethic.” 

I am embarrassed to tell you that for all of our talk of diversity 

And tolerance and openness, 

Today we are more homogenous in terms of race and class 

Than another other religious denomination in North America. 

Today I need to tell us that our movement‟s demographic matches perfectly 

One company‟s marketing demographic.  And do we know what that company is? 

Think plaid.  Think fleece.  Think boat shoes.  Think LL Bean (true). 

 

All of which I tell us not in order to make us feel bad; 

Here we don‟t despise kakis; here we don‟t despise wealth. 

But our past and our present does require me to ask: 

If Ida and her five children, one of whom was my grandfather,  

showed up in one of our congregations –  

Dirty, poor, hungry, not college educated, not hip to NPR, 

Catholicism in her background -  

Would she find in us a spiritual home? 

Would she fit in?  Would she „belong?‟ 

 

And as I ask this I am hearing again Audre Lorde: 

“And when we speak we are afraid our words will not be heard nor welcomed; 

But when we are silent we are still afraid. 

So it is better to speak 

Remembering we were never meant to survive.” 

 

Somehow, though, my grandfather did survive what his father had done to him. 

He met him again for the first time in his early 20‟s when,  

on his way to London with the Air Force during WWII, 

 he had a layover in NYC.   

Imagine that meeting. 
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After the war he returned, went to college on the GI bill, bought a home, 

Had a family, became a high school math teacher,  

became a principal of a school in a blue-collar neighborhood, 

Clawed his way into the middle-class, into the middle of that 99%. 

Later he would help to send me to a great liberal arts college that 

If were to want to go that college now, I could never come close to affording, 

A college my children can never, never come close to affording. 

 

If my grandfather were alive today,  

I know some of the questions he would ask me,  

Remembering his own past with poverty, life on the edge, 

Greed, clawing his way back to the middle class, supporting 

His family on a teacher‟s wage: 

He would ask: So Nathan, what do you think would have happened to someone 

Like me in this day and age, in this economy, given how poor I grew up? 

What would have happened to you? 

Could I hope for the same opportunities now as I did then? 

Could I survive despite what my father had done 

 and reach for that American Dream? 

 

I have much to think about; do all of us. 

I come to these questions of fairness and occupy movements 

And financial regulation and tax codes not with degrees in  

Finance or experience in the corporate world. 

I come to this faith not with an East Coast pedigree 

Or Mayflower name or Ivy League education. 

But I do come with the story of my grandfather, 

And I do come with this faith, that despite its skeletons, 

Teaches me to cast a vision of a society where all people  

Enjoy a fair shake, with equitable access to things like  

Education, health care, housing, and other basics 

That I believe are necessary to a worthy and dignified life. 
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And it because of where I come from, and what I come with, 

That I feel required to stand with the protests we see in  

Downtown Boston, 

If for no other reason than when I hear them ask: 

Why have middle-class incomes stagnated while those at the top 

Have sky-rocketed? Why do the wealthiest 400 

Have more than the poorest 15 million combined? 

I am thinking of the names and faces in my own past, 

And I am thinking of the stories I know in this room of people 

Fighting to survive, 

Who despite a strong, deep Protestant work ethic are wondering how they will  

Survive, or if they will survive. 

 

So what is required of us? -  

We come to these free pews and this free pulpit 

With different income brackets, different backgrounds, 

Different classes, different names and no names for God, 

Different political parties,  

and yet also so much similarity, 

So much homogeneity, and not just that,  

But so much shared vision for a better world, 

And so much love for one another, 

And so much commitment to the principles of this faith 

That teach us to value each person 

And build a world that is fair and just. 

What is required of us? 

 

And for our answer can we say that one thing required 

Of us, regardless of our viewpoint, 

is to not sit on the sidelines, to join the debate,  

to ask how our religious values jive  

with our social and economic and political values. 

Because this is why we come together, 
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to search out answers, to seek truth in love, to help 

another. 

What is fair?  What is just?  What are we supposed to do? 

These, says colleague Gary Smith says, are big, complex questions. 

And what has been so tragic in our country is that  

So few people having been asking them. 

Until now. 

 

And as we lend our reckoning, questions, and voices to the mix 

May we hear again and again inside us Audre‟s words: 

 “And when we speak we are afraid our words will not be heard nor welcomed; 

But when we are silent we are still afraid. 

So it is better to speak 

Remembering we were never meant to survive.” 

Amen. 

 

 


