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“Should I Stay or Should I Go?” 
Stephanie May, ThD 

 
 

You may know that as a ministerial intern,  
I work for you part-time.  

What you may not know is that my other part-time job is as an  
adjunct professor at Boston College where  

I teach Introduction to Feminisms. 
 
Mary Daly and Boston College have, shall we say, a complicated history. 

Consequently, Mary Daly has been on my mind a lot lately. 
 
For feminist studies in religion,  

Mary Daly was one of the trailblazers.   
In the 1960’s when she decided that she wanted to  

earn a doctorate in theology,  
no Catholic University in the United States would  

admit a woman to their programs.  
So, she studied in Fribourg, Switzerland, which was a  

state school and could not legally exclude women.  
She describes sitting in a class full of male seminarians and monks.  

They always left an empty chair on either side of her— 
afraid of the temptations that a woman held.  

 
Given her proximity to Italy, Daly traveled to Rome and  

watched some of the events of Vatican II— 
the historic council that sought to reform the Catholic church. 

Amidst the energy and spirit of reform that characterized the Council,  
Daly’s fierce intellect began to imagine how to  

offer a critique of the sexism she saw in the Church.  
 
Returning to the United States, Daly joined the  

theology department at Boston College in 1966.  
At the end of two years, her contract was not renewed.   

No reason was given—not in writing, not verbally. 
 
What had happened was that in 1968  

Daly had just published her first book,  
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The Church and the Second Sex.  
Speaking as a Catholic theologian, she launched a  

strong critique against the sexism in the church.  
In this first book, she also wrote from a place of hope.  

She was hoping that the Catholic Church could be reformed,  
that it could be redeemed for women. 

 
As news of Daly’s imminent departure from Boston College spread,  

many of the (then all-male) student body rallied to her support. 
Consequently, the College changed its position and sent Dr. Daly a letter 

   granting her a promotion to a tenured faculty position. 
Although Daly would remain at Boston College for over 30 years,  

her contentious relationship with Boston College  
and with the Catholic Church was just heating up.  

 
In 1973, Daly published her second book, Beyond God the Father.  

In the excerpts you heard in the reading,  
Daly’s anger and criticism towards the Church is evident.  

She suggests that the image of God as a Divine Father has been used to  
justify inhumane behavior.  

She notes that God as Father has not only been used to  
communicate benevolent Love,  

but also to support a kind of tribal protection of “his” people— 
the kind of thinking that starts wars and justifies violence.  

 
Sure, she concedes, the Judeo-Christian tradition is not all bad.  

There are some elements that may help  
foster a connection to the Sacred, to transcendence.  

BUT—and this is the defining “but” for Daly— 
those few good elements are too deeply mired in  

too much other crap to be of any real use.  
 
I understand Daly as basically saying that  

enough is enough, I’m out of here.  
To be clear, Daly was not giving up on the big questions of  

what makes a meaningful life.   
But, she was declaring that she would not find a  

path to this meaningful life through  
the patriarchal images and structures of the Catholic church.  
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Of course, the Catholic church is not the only religion that  

struggles with deep legacies of gendered inequality.   
Mary Daly is but one of many women—and men—who have brought  

feminist critiques to the Judeo-Christian tradition— 
a tradition from which both Universalism and Unitarianism emerged.   
 
Nor was Daly the first woman to challenge women’s inequality in the church.  

Our opening words this morning come from the  
Universalist minister Olympia Brown—one of the first women  
 ordained by a denominational body in the United States.   

Like Daly, Rev. Brown also had to go  
searching for a theological school that would admit a woman.  

In 1864, a hundred years before Daly was in  
Rome observing the Vatican II council,  

Olympia Brown was ordained and  
began serving as a full-time minister.  

 
As the opening words make clear,  

Brown embraced her Universalist faith with conviction and passion.  
She was also passionate about women’s rights— 

eventually leaving full-time ministry at the age of 53 to become a  
full-time organizer and speaker for women’s rights.  

In her 80’s she would join the suffragist activists in front of the White House.   
When women won the right to vote in 1920,  

she voted in her first presidential election at the age of 85.  
 
And yet, as one biography of Brown notes,  

some of her intimate friends in the fight for women’s equality 
 questioned why she stayed in the church  

when it perpetuated so much inequality for women.   
Significantly, our opening words came from a sermon Rev. Brown  

gave in 1920 to her former congregation in Racine, Wisconsin.   
From that 1920 standpoint of a  

lifetime that encompassed years of Universalist ministry  
and fighting for women’s rights,  

Olympia Brown preaches,  
“Stand by this faith.” 
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Should I stay or should I go?  
 I chose this title for the sermon because it captures a tension  

many people seem to have with their religious tradition.   
The stories of Mary Daly and Olympia Brown signal  

two different responses to this tension— 
one left, the other stayed. 

 
What about your story?  

Have you ever left a religious tradition?  
I know many of you, like me,  
were not raised as Unitarian Universalists.  

Have you ever thought about leaving this tradition— 
even if you are a life-long Unitarian Universalist?   

Have any of you ever wrestled with elements of our  
religious tradition— 

or, perhaps of simply being a part of a religious community— 
and yet, chose to stay here?  

I suspect that we all have parts of this tradition that  
we embrace more fully than others.  

What don’t you like about our church?  
What do you love?  

With what or whom do you agree—or disagree? 
 
In my life, I first found myself wrestling with this question of  

whether to stay or leave my faith tradition during my early 20’s.  
I remember feeling as if I was  

standing outside the church looking in the windows.  
I could neither fully walk away,  

nor did I feel as if I could be  
confined to staying inside within those walls.  

 
Seeking answers, I browsed the religion section of my local library.  

I found the book In Memory of Her by  
feminist biblical scholar Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza.   

In this book, Schüssler Fiorenza’s analysis of the biblical text argued that 
women had in fact been early church leaders and  

that the early Christian church had an egalitarian vision. 
 
As a feminist raised and educated in the Catholic tradition,  
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Schüssler Fiorenza was keenly aware of the tension among feminists  
 who wrestled with whether to leave or to stay in the church.   

But she took a different approach and refused to answer the question— 
at least on those terms.  

She refused to join what she called an “exodus” out of the church,  
nor would she simply stay in the church and declare it her “home.”  

  Instead, she has spent her life  
naming the sexism in the church and  

fighting to transform Christianity. 
 
Schüssler Fiorenza’s work introduced me to the world of  

feminist studies in religion.   
I discovered that you could be both a feminist and religious.    

Even more, I learned that you could  
see, name, and actively disagree with elements of a religious tradition— 

while also retrieving its good elements and  
working to transform its images, ideas, and institutions  

to be more just and liberating. 
 
In other words, I realized that I could hold on to my  

critical questions and my religious tradition.   
For me, this realization was a moment of salvation and healing. 
 

Although I did walk away from a conservative, evangelical  
understanding of Christianity, I began to wander in the  

wider spaces of the Judeo-Christian tradition.  
I did discover a lot of ugliness, injustice, and violence.  

But, I also discovered remarkable stories of  
resistance, love, and justice. 

I found Christianity to be like the rest of humanity— 
neither all good, nor all bad.  

 
I can guess what Mary Daly might have said about the  

election of Pope Francis this past week in Rome.   
Another old, white guy as “Father” of the Church  

perpetuating the patriarchy.   
As a feminist and a Unitarian Universalist,  

I am sure I also disagree with Pope Francis on any number of  
theological or social issues regarding women and sexuality.  
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But, I am also greatly encouraged that he is from  
Latin America and speaks Spanish.  

I am also especially hopeful that he seems to  
demonstrate a real concern for the poor.  

In this way, I see his election as neither all good, nor all bad. 
 
In other news this week,  

the Unitarian Universalist Association’s Board of Trustees  
announced the decision to move our headquarters  

from Beacon Hill to the Innovation District across town.   
The move will enable the offices to be far more  

accessible to staff and visitors as well as be more  
technologically up-to-date.  

By sharing one building rather than the current four buildings on Beacon Hill,  
there will also be many more opportunities for collaboration.   

As President Morales explained in a statement Friday,  
“we concluded that in order to further our movement and work  

in a place that reflected our values,  
we needed a new headquarters.”   

 
Of course, this move also means leaving 25 Beacon Street— 

the address that has been the headquarters of the  
Unitarian Universalist Association since it’s beginning in 1961. 

Before that, 25 Beacon Street was the address for the  
American Unitarian Association headquarters since 1886.  

And so, with this move, we also lose a tangible connection to our history.    
For me, this move is neither all good, nor all bad.  

It's a mix of opportunity and loss;  
celebration and mourning.  

 
Although I titled this sermon earlier this week,  

I think the question “Should I stay or should I go?” is a  
relevant one to the announcement of the move.   

In this case, the vote was a literal one to “go” and  
to leave one place for another.  

But, in another sense, I see this move as more  
akin to Schüssler Fiorenza’s third option of seeking to  

transform the space of the Unitarian Universalist Association  
to be more reflective of values of love and justice.  
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I know that there are a range of opinions about this move.  

As I prepare for ministry, I have learned about  
many disagreements and differences in the history of the 

Unitarians, the Universalists, and the Unitarian Universalists.   
Indeed, didn’t both denominations begin by questioning and 

 disagreeing with the dominant religious teaching of their day?  
They also held on to quite a bit of the traditions they left— 

such as the Bible, elements of worship, and the language of God.  
They also worked to  

transform these elements with different understandings of  
how to read the Bible,  

who God is,  
and how to worship and live in community.  

 
We continue in this holy work of wrestling with  

how to engage our tradition with its Bible,  
its (Father) God, and its legacies of inequalities— 

such as a headquarters plagued with issues of  
inaccessibility to persons with physical disabilities.   

We will inevitably have disagreements on  
how we work to continue to transform this tradition.  

We will not all agree on which hymns to sing,  
what language we use to refer to the Holy,  

or whether we think the Trustees should have  
voted to sell 25 Beacon Street.   

We will not like all parts of our shared religious life— 
either its historic tradition or its contemporary manifestations.  

 
Yet, we are linked to these Judeo-Christian, Universalist, Unitarian,  
 and Unitarian Universalist traditions— 

we are linked to the good and the not so good.  
We can celebrate that the Universalists were the  

first U.S. denomination to ordain a woman— 
and that the Unitarians soon followed suit.  

But, Olympia Brown also had to fight for that ordination  
against the objections of Universalist men and women.  

 
This complex mix of love and injustice;  
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accessibility and inequalities  
is the tradition which we inherit.  

I believe we are called to the holy work of  
continuing to transform our flawed traditions, churches, and selves— 

so that we may stand by a faith  
which inspires us to higher visions of what is possible, 
 which comforts our sorrows, strengthens our spirits, 

 and makes the world beautiful. 
 
 

 

READING 

Excerpts from Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father, Beacon Press, 1973 

 

The image of the divine Father in heaven has not always been conducive to 

humane behavior, as any perceptive reader of history knows.  

 

There has been a basic ambivalence in the image of the heavenly patriarch—a 

split between the God of love and the jealous God who represents the 

collective power of “his” chosen people.  

 

[The women’s movement] present’s a growing threat to the plausibility of the 

inadequate popular “God” not so much by attacking “him” as by leaving “him” 

behind. Few major feminists display great interest in institutional religion.  

 

It can legitimately be pointed out that the Judeo-Christian tradition is not 

entirely bereft of elements that can foster intimations of transcendence. Yet 

the liberating potential of these elements is choked off in the surrounding 

atmosphere of the images, ideas, values, and structures of patriarchy. 


