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I’m going to speak a bit today about the evolution of human consciousness and its ramifications 

for culture, religion, politics, and social ethics. That is: our growth into an ethic of caring for one 
another, and continually widening the circle of our care. It turns out, along the way, the topic of 

my sermon has evolved as well. What I had originally envisioned as Liberal Praise for 

Conservative Values has evolved a bit toward a critique of liberal values. Some might prepare 
for the original topic by putting up a wall of skepticism. Now, perhaps, that will have hardened 

to a wall of defensiveness. Please don’t let that happen.  
 

So I won’t be going one by one through a series of what I might characterize as noble 

conservative values. Regrettably, over the years, there is less and less correspondence in the 
political realm between what something is called, and what something actually is. So you 

wouldn’t buy it, you wouldn’t recognize it, if I were to say that an old fashioned conservative 
value is the durability of truth. You wouldn’t buy it if I were to say that, among old fashioned 

conservative values, we would find caution, or civic duty.  

 
Instead, tho, I encourage you to consider, today, that there has been an evolution of human 

consciousness, from the earliest humans, who had to focus on their own security and 
survival…thru a period thousands of years later, when we kind of had that down, and had formed 

into larger and larger bands of individuals, such that the preservation of order became the 

priority. In the long stretch of time since then, we have evolved an expanding sense that, once we 
had sufficient social order, human beings were made for something higher: to seek individual 

freedom and fulfilment.  higher 
 

Too easily we forget that on our way to the top of this journey of values, if we neglect those that 

are more basic, we’re in trouble. It’s understandable that, when we feel unsettled and afraid, 
people want to revert to the focus on survival, security, and order. For the purposes of our 

conversation today, I ask you to think of the values represented at earlier stages of human 
consciousness as “conservative,” and the values represented at more recent stages of 

consciousness to be “liberal.” I understand that this may not correspond with your current 

conceptions of these words, but please give this a shot just for now. And as you do, recognize 
that these values are not opposites, and do not have to be opposed to one another. 

 
== 

About 25 years ago I was at an interfaith gathering of ministers where the topic was 

postmodernism. I’d heard that word thrown around before but I felt awkward because I didn’t 
really know what it meant. The rough definition that was presented there and then was that the 

postmodern viewpoint held that truth is always relative, and context-dependent … that it’s not 
even useful to speak about truth, since everything is a matter of perspective, and subjective 

interpretation. “Truth” is constructed by each of us within the frame of our inescapable biases. 



Therefore truth as understood by people on the margins, which is often dismissed, is no less valid 
than the truth perpetuated by those in power. This postmodernist viewpoint affirmed skepticism, 

pluralism, and a radical equality of different points of view. Our interfaith ministers’ 
conversation, then, was about how religion might play out if the coming decades were dominated 

by the postmodern mindset. 

 
I confess that I was a little smug. I treasured skepticism, pluralism, and radical equality, in 

particular among diverse peoples’ understandings of so-called religious truths. The more 
conservative ministers there were distinctly uncomfortable with this ... so even though I was 

behind the curve a few minutes earlier—because I hadn’t known what “postmodern” meant—it 

turned out that they were more behind than I was. Hah! 
 

And yet, I walked away from that conversation asking myself, “Is this kind of thinking 
eventually going to come around to bite us? Is this why people say that Unitarians just believe 

anything they want?” 

 
== 

How did we get here? Contemporary American writer Ken Wilber describes the mindset of early 
humans driven by an instinct for survival. Their consciousness was entirely ego-centric. Then, 

over many thousands of years, we evolved through stages that might be broadly be described as 

moving from egocentric creatures to ethnocentric. That is, we began to see beyond ourselves and 
began to take into account the wellbeing of wider circles of kinship across generations … and all 

the way into small, genetically related communities and allies. Then, over many more thousands 
of years, our understanding of our own circle of security gradually expanded outward as we 

began to identify too with those who shared our language, race, geography, or religion. 

 
Along the way, culture and mythology developed to bind groups together, and to support each 

new level of consciousness. And corresponding political structures developed to meet higher 
levels of organization, which in turn enabled us to grow into higher and higher levels of human 

development. For example, tribal culture provided bonds that would enhance our safety, 

authoritarian structures provided order … and moving on: empire provided power. 
 

Wilber’s insight is that it’s ok, even necessary, that we retain some aspects of the consciousness 
that drove these earlier stages, because we still need safety, belonging, and some form of order 

and power in today’s complex, dynamic world. If we eradicate everything we’ve learned from 

these earlier stages, we will not be able to thrive at higher levels of social consciousness. 
 

So it’s inevitable that the egocentric and ethnocentric aspects of human consciousness remain 
strong today, even as we have journeyed and growth through additional stages.  

 

A few hundred years ago, modern consciousness emerged in the era known as the 
Enlightenment, when a critical mass of humanity began to grasp the value of reason and science 

… which led to industry, and global trade. Then within our own lifetimes, postmodernism, often 
associated with liberal intellectuals, came along to move us beyond reason and science. 

 



Our Unitarian ancestors were at the forefront of the modern Enlightenment thinking that began to 
overturn traditions and cultures rooted in medieval authoritarian structures. And I’m not just 

talking about scholarly examination the bible from a rational point of view that began in the 
1600s, leading to what became liberal christianity in the 18 and 1900s, initiating the backlash 

known as fundamentalism in the 20th. And tho the 21st century left may feel overwhelmed by 

fundamentalism, it’s actually liberal christianity that has become (quietly) mainline.  
 

In a more practical arena, the emerging enlightenment consciousness found early Unitarians of 
the 1700s among the elite who promoted and profited from liberal economic ideals that led to 

free trade—with the revolutionary idea that markets should not be dominated by state-sanctioned 

monopolies. The well-to-do traders of colonial Boston, early funders and founders of Unitarian 
congregations, promoted, and benefited significantly from, emerging systems of capitalism and 

the slave trade. 
 

In this same period, the emphasis on reason and science expanded into the philosophical view 

that anything which exists can be measured. Within the liberal religious community this mindset 
led to Humanism, which came to dominate Unitarianism throughout the 20th century. 

Unconsciously, this emphasis on the material, and the measurable, eventually evolved into a 
value system in which the only thing that can matter, is matter: the countable, the bottom line. 

 

Theologically, this was a trajectory away from dominance by the almighty power of a 
supernatural god, to the elevation of the assumption that individuals could judge for themselves 

the difference between right and wrong. A corresponding (and comparatively stabilizing) 
economic structure—based on the value of individual choice—led us to the altar of the almighty 

dollar. 

 
This all fit very nicely with an expanding sense of American independence, proven in value by 

nuclear-age global domination, exploded via 1960s individualism, into a corrupted sense of 
“equality” such that every selfish whim has now become valid, so-called experts with their fancy 

education are routinely met with scorn, and “oppressive” public health measures are met with the 

response: you can’t tell me what to do. 
 

Wilber’s conclusion is that the backslide we are now seeing—the revolt against social diversity 
and global consciousness—is inevitable. We are on the cusp of a global transformation into a 

higher level of consciousness. Earlier I described a trajectory that began with meeting human 

needs for security … then order … then power … then individual fulfillment. Could it be that 
each new stage comes faster and faster? If so, could the tumult that we are now living be the 

birth pangs of consciousness, culture, and economic and political structures to support values 
that go beyond individual fulfilment? 

 

And yet … 
 

And yet, we cannot go forward because the excesses of the left and the corruptions of liberal 
ideals have led us to a dead end. The only way forward is by first going back, reimagining but 

not entirely rejecting the values of our ancestors, and then trying, once again, to grow into a 
more inclusive society. 



 
We’re going to listen now to the old Paul Simon song, American Tune, which you’ll recognize as 

still one more re-write of the traditional christian hymn tune that we sang earlier. A song of 
longing for a world that might live up to its promise. 

 
Interlude    

Reflections   

I’ve taken part in my share of conversations in finance committee and property committee 

meetings in Unitarian Universalist congregations ... where people I know to be liberal in many 

ways are quick to mention how conservative their estimates are around money or safety.  
 

In these contexts, we use the word “conservative” to mean: allowing for a prudent margin of 
error—so that when things go wrong—because something will always go wrong—the 

consequences will be survivable. 

 
For example, in my congregation in Wisconsin, when we put a glass roof over our courtyard, we 

prioritized, designed, and paid for a structure that would not only to bear the weight of 
anticipated snow, but the weight of more snow than had ever fallen. We were conservative. We 

took seriously the potential consequences of failure if the roof were to collapse.  

 
Similarly, I’m accustomed to church budgets being estimated conservatively. That is: 

approaching potential income as iffy, and potential expenses as inevitable. 
 

== 

Unitarian Universalism has generally been understood to be a liberal religious movement. Over 
the past decades, tho, along with the general political, social, and religious climate, it feels that 

we are adrift. Should we be more progressive? Should we use more religious language so as not 
to alienate people who are more spiritual, or traditionally religious? Can we do both at the same 

time? How is it that critics—who used to call us too free and easy—now call us sanctimonious 

and closed-minded? 
 

I’m not saying we should be overly concerned about what other people think of us. But during 
tumultuous circumstances, we can lose track of ourselves, lose track of our allies, and lose track 

of our adversaries, too, whose rhetoric, behavior, and priorities may seem distressingly fluid. 

 
So tho we don’t want to become obsessed with what others think of us, since we are talking 

today, among other things, about the powers of misperception in this era of extreme polarization, 
I encourage you to consider from time to time: in what areas might others believe that liberal 

ideals have turned in on themselves? Or, to put it more bluntly, in what ways might those on the 

opposite side of the religious or political spectrum think that your attitudes and actions are 
hypocritical? Try to consider, for just a moment, without defensiveness, why they might believe 

that. 
 

If you care about what message you send to those who disagree with you, if you care about 
persuading others of the value of your ideals, do you care enough to consider how you are being 



perceived? Without giving up on the core of your convictions, what might you do to eradicate 
any glimmer of hypocrisy, which, fair or not, can be blown out of proportion and interfere with 

your message? Would you, every once in a while, consider the possibility that good ideas can 
turn in on themselves to become unrecognizable? 

 

== 
Psychologist Oliver Sacks has written about a patient with a memory disorder that rendered him 

unable to recognize not only others but himself—unable, that is, to retain the autobiographical 
facts which a person pulls together to establish a sense of self. To compensate for this loss, the 

man unconsciously invented countless phantasmagorical narratives about who he was and what 

he had done in his life, crowding the void of his identity with imagined selves and experiences he 
fully believed were real, were his own, far surpassing what any one person could compress into a 

single lifetime. [This paragraph adapted from “Brain Pickings,” a blog by Maria Popova] 
 

This case is unusual, of course, but it can tell us a bit about how the human mind works. And I 

think it has something to do with the sense, today, of our society being adrift. We find ourselves 
telling stories about ourselves that may or may not match how we spoke of ourselves ten or thirty 

or fifty years ago. We certainly see this in our adversaries, but we may be blind to it in ourselves. 
 

Conservative columnist Bret Stephens wrote last week: “…The old liberal left paid attention to 

complexity, ambiguity, the gray areas. A sense of complexity induced a measure of doubt, 
including self-doubt.… Once [the left] was irreverent. Now it is pious. Once it believed that truth 

was best discovered by engaging opposing points of view. Now it believes that truth can be 
established by eliminating them. Once it cared about process. Now it is obsessed with outcomes. 

 

I disagree with much of this and it would be easy enough to go thru this litany of ills to 
demonstrate how Stevens has misinterpreted, exaggerated, and been caught up in the same kinds 

of self-reinforcing bubbles that we all are getting caught up in.  
 

But since it’s getting harder and harder to look at ourselves in the mirror (because social media is 

like a badly distorted fun-house mirror) there are probably some things we could learn from the 
perceptions of others, even when they’re upsetting, even when they’re off-target.  

 
This is an old Zen saying: “Do not take offense, even when it is offered.” I would add: even 

when offense is offered, what can I learn from it?  

 
==  

The way we apply our political rhetoric to the issues at hand is so dependent upon the context. 
Take, for example, the history of what liberals today tend to call reproductive rights. 

 

In the early 20th century, Margaret Sanger was repeatedly arrested for publishing information 
about contraception, which she hoped would provide a new level of freedom for women. But by 

the 1940s and 50s even Dwight Eisenhower and Barry Goldwater supported contraception 
because it seemed a sensible conservative response to the threat of global overpopulation. Sanger 

was devastated by this change of emphasis over the decades. And in the term “Planned 



Parenthood,” she saw the movement morph dangerously from women’s control over their own 
bodies into a kind of mainstream social engineering.  

 
Then scroll forward 20 years to the 1960s, when Malcolm X was asked to build black support for 

this movement. It depends, he said. Is this a movement for liberation, or social control? 

Don’t use the rhetoric of ‘birth control.’ Blacks will not endorse anything that could be perceived 
as an attempt to control them. So, contrary to Sanger, who we call today a paragon of freedom, 

Malcom X preferred the term ‘family planning,’ which she despised. And back and forth the 
rhetoric and the politics of reproductive rights have shifted—for decades—until by the late 

1980s, national polls showed that more Republicans than Democrats were pro-choice.  

 
== 

Both liberals and conservatives have had a love-hate relationship with the ideal of individual 
freedom.  

• Religious liberals have celebrated individual freedom as the ultimate gift through which 

we can serve God or humanity.  

• Conservatives have condemned religious pluralism for undermining traditional society.  

• In the 1960s and 70s, liberals in both political and religious arenas hailed individualism 

as an antidote to stifling conformity.  

• But more recently liberals have been condemning individualism as anti-social. The 
Unitarian Universalist movement has been all about independence from colonial era 

politics (Jefferson and religious freedom) to the 1800s culture (Emerson and “self-

reliance”) thru 20th century theology (religious humanism). But now, in our rhetoric, we 
are wary of independence—generally referring to it as antagonistic of inter-dependence. 

 
Both liberals and conservatives will probably always have a love-hate relationship with 

individual freedom. Liberals hold a legitimate resentment toward those who, in the name of 

personal liberty shun society except to reap its benefits. And yet perhaps all Americans pledge 
allegiance to their right to be left alone … as first romanticized, of course, by our own Unitarian 

hero, Henry David Thoreau, who went off to Walden Pond, and voluntarily quarantined … so 
that he might live free.  

 


