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For The Unitarian Universalist Justice Ministry of California 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Overview 
Unitarian Universalists and other spiritually based 
groups have the opportunity to directly address the 
issues of race, class and culture as the primary 
locus of marginalization in our society.  The 
California Equity Ministry project is part of this 
opportunity to open up dialogue, build relationships 
and encourage participation in constructive efforts 
that transcend and embrace the broad range of 
differences people hold around race, class and 
culture. 
 

Project Goal 
The specific goal of this initial phase of the project 
(Exploring Equity Ministry) has been to learn more 
about the feelings within a few congregations in 
California around race, class and culture.  With the 
support of the Unitarian Universalist Justice 
Ministry of California, the hope is that by gathering 
this initial information, it will open a window to 
greater understanding within UU congregations 
throughout California.  Ultimately the goal is to 
encourage UU congregations to be community 
leaders who are: more capable of cultivating an 
authentic presence among people of color; 
welcoming and supporting non affluent communities; 
and fluent in their ability to embrace a broad 
spectrum of cultural expressions.   

 
 
This phase of the project is not intended to be 
exhaustive or ongoing, but rather to be part of laying 
the foundation for continued effort in this area.  The 
original timeline included a brief fundraising period 
(June-July), several months approaching, 
conversing with and introducing the concepts of 
“equity” to congregations (July – September), time to 
reflect on the findings and ultimately produce this 
report to share findings and lay out next steps 
(September - November.) 
 

Init ial  Findings 
Basic findings from this effort indicate that Unitarian 
Universalists have a great capacity to engage in 
work that is specifically focused on race, class and 
culture.  They are keen to see results and eager to 
be involved in issues that they understand and 
recognize to be instrumental to changing the 
outcomes in terms of marginalized communities.  It 
is clear that the most meaningful engagement will be 
around mass incarceration.  This issue is not only a 
key priority for California but for the nation as a 
whole.  There are specific pieces of legislation as 
well as tangible actions which congregations can be 
involved in to promote change.  The Equity Ministry 
Network will seek to fill this goal through a series of 
initiatives and specific efforts state and region wide. 
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Why California? 
Unitarian Universalists are being called to take a 
stronger stance in the national dialogue on race, 
class and culture. The Black Lives Matter movement 
is the most recent spearhead of what has been an 
evolving and ongoing fight for justice among people 
of color, and poor and marginalized communities of 
all ethnicities throughout the history of the United 
States. What has changed over time, is the 
indication that by 2044, the United States is 
projected to be a majority people of color 
nation1…something not likely anticipated by the 
original architects of our government and economic 
systems. California has long been an indicator for 
national economic and social trends and the facts 
about racial and cultural marginalization for the state 
are particularly telling. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Why Equity Ministry? 
Faith communities of all kinds are challenged 
by diversity.  Unitarian Universalists are no 
exception.  Despite many efforts, UU congregations 
struggle to appeal to people of color, poor people 
and/or people who embrace strongly non-western 
cultural identities. UU congregations tend to be 
overwhelmingly white, well educated and middle 
class, and skew older in age demographics2. At the 
same time, like other denominations that are 
committed to social justice, they are passionately 
engaged in important, lifesaving work. But whether it 
is Economic Justice, Women’s Rights, Climate 
Change, Immigration, Health Care, LGBT/Marriage 
Equality, Education or Black Lives Matter, all of 
these issues are deeply underlined by concerns 
around race, class and culture. Unitarian 
Universalists understand this connection 
intellectually, however, many are not living the first 
hand reality of the negative impact of 
marginalization, nor are they in deep relationship 
with the communities that are most affected. As a 
result, Unitarian Universalists are sometimes limited 
in their roles as allies and they struggle to make the 
importance of race, class and culture prominent in 
social justice work where it is often the first priority 
for marginalized communities. Equity Ministry 
provides a spiritually grounded effort to change this 
dynamic. 
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California Diversity 
- California is the most populous US state 

(12.5% of the entire US population), and is 
already a majority people of color.3 

- California has both the largest statewide 
population of people who identify as being of 
Hispanic origin (14 million)4 as well as the 
largest concentration of people who identify 
as part of an Asian cultural origin (5.5 
million).5 

- California has more than one quarter of the 
entire nation’s foreign born population 
(25.4%.)6 

- California is home to more than 100 Native 
People tribes and the highest number of 
Native People in the nation (10% of total 
Native population.)7 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In-Equity 
Yet with this diversity, economic, educational and 
social disparities plague people of color as well as 
poor whites, creating a severely oppressed and 
economically challenged lower class: 

- Despite having one of the highest number of 
super billionaires in the world, California is 
also the state with the highest number of 
people living in poverty (6.3 million.)8  

- African Americans represent 6% of the total 
state population9 yet make up, on average, 
29% of the prison population due in part to 
both profiling and overloaded public 
defenders offering biased plea deals.10  

- Hispanic populations have high school 
graduation rates up to 10% less than their 
white counterparts.11  

- Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander 
populations of California present some of 
the poorest health outcomes in the entire 
state population with diabetes rates at three 
times that of non-Hispanic whites.12 

 
This is just the beginning. Although this initial project 
is focused on California, the potential scope of 
equity based ministry is not limited to one cluster, 
state or region or even limited to just Unitarian 
Universalists. Social justice leaders across the 
nation are increasingly aware of how proactive 
inclusion of competencies about race, class and 
culture within the social justice work lead to deeper 
and more sustainable outcomes. Hopefully, the 
findings from this research can lead to the addition 
of Equity Ministry to Unitarian Universalist and the 
broader faith based community’s national 
language around social justice.  
 

 
 
 

US/Mexico Border 
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What is Equity? 
In November of 2015, PolicyLink CEO Angela 
Glover Blackwell unveiled the Equity Manifesto. This 
powerful statement, crafted by some of the nations’ 
leading equity advocates, sums up a national equity 
agenda: 
 
 
 

Equity Manifesto 
 

• It begins by joining together, believing in the 
potency of inclusion, and building from a 
common bond. 

• It embraces complexity as cause for 
collaboration, accepting that our fates are 
inextricable. 

• It recognizes local leaders as national 
leaders, nurturing the wisdom and creativity 
within every community as essential to 
solving the nation’s problems. 

• It demands honesty and forthrightness, 
calling out racism and oppression, both 
overt and systemic. 

• It strives for the power to realize our goals 
while summoning the grace to sustain them. 

• It requires that we understand the past, 
without being trapped in it; embrace the 
present, without being constrained by it; and 
look to the future, guided by the hopes and 
courage of those who have fought before 
and beside us. 

• This is equity: just and fair inclusion into a 
society in which all can participate, prosper, 
and reach their full potential. Unlocking the 
promise of the nation by unleashing the 
promise in us all. 

 
The Equity Manifesto has been inspired by the work, 
commitments, insights, and resolve of the many 
partners with whom PolicyLink has shared this 
journey. Please use it, share it, and reflect on it in 
your lives, your work, your struggle. Just please 
don’t change it.  

 
 
 

Spiritual Framework 
Underlying this effort is the belief that spiritual 
community has a crucial role to play in dismantling 
bias and bigotry in the United States.  The California 
Equity “Ministry” asks communities and individuals 
to hold themselves accountable to values and 
beliefs that support the ideals set out in the Equity 
Manifesto, but that they also consider the spiritual 
motivation that calls them to do so. 
 
The California Equity Ministry is part of an effort 
within the broader Unitarian Universalist Justice 
Ministry of California to build the Beloved 
Community.  From the UUJMCA website, “As Dr. 
King often said, “Injustice anywhere is a threat to 
justice everywhere.” He felt justice could not be 
parceled out to individuals or groups, but was the 
birthright of every human being in the Beloved 
Community. “I have fought too long hard against 
segregated public accommodations to end up 
segregating my moral concerns,…Justice is 
indivisible”.…What sets the UU Justice Ministry of 
California apart from political parties and special 
interests is the same thing that makes us different 
from any other “philosophically-liberal” secular 
group. We are Unitarian Universalists – we are 
called by our shared faith to build this Beloved 
Community. Our calling is from our shared religious 
belief that a more inclusive world is not only possible 
in some far off, dreamy future, but that we have the 
power and responsibility to live out our moral values 
and make that world a reality. This is faith in action!” 
- UUJMCA 
 
In this model, spiritual grounding is not a tool for 
proselytizing, conversion or promoting any specific 
religious message.  Instead, spirituality is a 
foundation through which multiple and even 
divergent spiritual traditions may work together in a 
common effort. 
 
“Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice 
everywhere.”  
– Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 
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COMMUNITY PROFILES 
The following are basic data about the congregations that were engaged in initial phase of this project between 
July and September 2016.  There was a wide spread in ages throughout the gatherings, despite persistent 
responses to reflection questions that the congregations are “older”. The groups were overwhelmingly white by 
identity and appearance with each group having at least some representation of people of color that included: 
Black, Native American, Japanese, Korean, Chinese, Mexican, South Asian, Filipino and unspecified non-white.  
This is consistent with the most current national data that indicate although Unitarian Universalist congregations 
remain predominantly white, there is continued growth among people of color within particularly among those of 
Hispanic descent.13 
 
 
UU Fellowship of San Luis Obispo County (7/5) 
Workshop attendees: 33 

• Members: 200 
• Founded: 1952 

 
UU Fellowship of Kern County (7/18-19) 
Workshop attendees: 15 

• Members: 63 
• Founded: 1953 

 
Mount Diablo UU Church (8/2) 
Service attendance: 200 

• Members: 495 
• Founded: 1951 

 
San Diego Cluster Ministers (8/14) 
Attendees: 8 
Congregations represented 

• First UU San Diego 
• Chalice UU 
• Summit UU 
• Throop UU 
• San Deguilito 

 
San Diego Organizing Project (8/14) 
Attendees: 6 
San Diego PICO affiliate for community organizing. 
 
UU Church of Palo Alto (8/23) 
Workshop attendees:17 

• Members: 246 
• Founded: 1948 

 

Walking the Walk – UUJMCA (8/8-12) 
Workshop attendees: 44 
Congregations represented 

• UU Cong - Green Valley, Amado, AZ 
• Granite Peak UU Cong, Prescott, AZ 
• Sky Island UU Church, Sierra Vista, AZ 
• Eastrose Fellowship UU Church, Portland, OR 
• Chalice UU Cong – Escondido 
• Conejo Valley UU Fellowship (Thousand Oaks) 
• UU Church of Davis 
• Emerson UU Church (Canoga Park 
• UU Church in Fullerton 
• Humboldt UU Fellowship 
• UU Church of Long Beach 
• Mt Diablo UU Church (Walnut Creek) 
• Orange Coast UU Church (Costa Mesa) 
• Pacific Unitarian Church (Ranchos Palos Verdes) 
• UU Community Church of Sacramento 
• First UU Church of San Diego (9 participants!) 
• First UU Society of San Francisco 
• UU of the Santa Clarita Valley 
• UU Community Church of Santa Monica 
• UU Congregation of Santa Rosa 
• Summit UU Fellowship (Santee) 
• Tapestry, a UU Congregation(Mission Viejo) 

 

With Gina Whitaker  
at San Luis Obispo 
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Race 
Race was the most uncomfortable subject for all of 
the congregations to engage.  With many well 
educated, well meaning people present at each 
meeting, the conversation tended toward the 
intellectual. Participants were adept at speaking 
about seeing and confronting racism or 
understanding the concepts from outside.  However, 
participants struggled to find their own voices in 
terms of a personal racial identity. Specifically, white 
participants struggled to be able to place themselves 
in the conversation about race. In addition, many 
who did find a personal identity explained that 
identity primarily through a filter of guilt.   
 
One repeating theme was participants not knowing 
what they could “do” to change things.  This points 
toward a tendency among justice oriented UUs to 
want to be able to put their hands and minds on a 
specific concrete action to see results.  Marriage 
Equality often came up as an example.  Where the 
early efforts by LGBT (at the time Gay and Lesbian) 
activists in the 1980’s were initially met with some 
hesitance, by the early 2000’s, growing efforts to see 
“marriage” for same sex couples became a focal 
point.  Standing on the Side of Love grew out of this 
increased narrowing of the focus and has garnered 
broad denominational support as a result. With the 
introduction of specific legal cases, including 
ultimately the Supreme Court decision on national 
marriage equality, Unitarian Universalists had a 
specific place to put their energies with a specific 
end in mind. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Class 
Issues around class were particularly resonant with 
participants.  Education was a theme that came up 
in responses to reflection questions as well as 
general conversation.  Likewise, there were several 
instances when individual respondents took time to 
explain their feelings of isolation in UU communities 
due to the amount of financial privilege that many 
others were able to exercise.  There was a very 
subtle through line of expectations about hetero-
normative family structure that included some kind of 
partner and children.  These were regarded as 
“normal” patterns and structures of home life and 
extended community. A significant number of 
participants in these conversations were or had 
been coupled, evidenced by the attendance sheets. 
 
There was particularly a great deal of focus on the 
economic issue within class.  Pretty much across the 
board, class was equated with access to jobs and 
wages.  There was also discussion about class and 
education.  Less emphasized were health (including 
mental health) and housing.  Ability only came up in 
one group discussion.  Several people were familiar 
with the work going on around Class Conversations, 
and expressed interest in seeing this work also 
come to the West Coast.  
 

Finding Our Way Home - 2014 

Black Lives Matter action in San Diego 
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Culture 
Most participants were very confused by the 
inclusion of “culture” as part of this work.  They 
couldn’t place it in the class/race conversation.  
When asked what was meant by “culture” the 
participants were encouraged to self define and to 
explore what this term had the potential to mean for 
them personally.  There was a strong awareness of 
how variable “culture” is and how this could 
incorporate many different aspects of one’s identity. 
  
The goal of including culture in the conversation was 
to acknowledge the wide variety of other ways in 
which people identify themselves and their 
communities.  Language, customs, nation of origin, 
immigration status, community religious practices 
even gender identity and sexual orientation are a 
few examples of how culture shapes identities.  
Although immigration came up as part of the 
conversation on class, there was little awareness of 
how the combination of immigration status and 
nation of origin play into the question of equity.  An 
example that was shared of the difference between 
perception based on immigration and nation of origin 
was the comparison between the experience in the 
US of undocumented people from Canada as 
opposed to Mexico. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Not to Be Ignored…  
Gender - Many participants were concerned that 
gender was not included in this effort and wanted to 
see it included in future iterations.  One reason for 
this omission had to do with wanting to look at areas 
where Unitarian Universalists have not done 
extensive work.  Although there continues to be 
focus needed on issues around gender, sexuality 
and gender identity within UU circles, it is a focus 
that would require an entirely different set of 
parameters.  This is also symptomatic of what has 
stood in the way of Unitarian Universalists doing 
more targeted work on race, class and culture; there 
is a tendency to deflect or default to areas where 
there is “safe” and familiar language arguments.  
The intersection of gender and gender identity will 
be included moving forward. 
 
Ability – Ability is one of the greatest opportunities 
within the conversation on race, class and culture. 
Moving forward, ability should be embedded in the 
priorities of this work.  The idea of equity speaks to 
how vulnerable populations are where we are able 
to learn and grow the most as a collective society.  
Our enhanced capacity to include and hold space for 
the impact of a variety of differing abilities will allow 
us all to benefit from the insight of a population that 
is often assumed to be silent. 

Unitarian Universalists of Kern County 

Unitarian Universalists of Palo Alto 
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Conclusions 
A sustained statewide engagement based on an 
equity agenda has the potential to create lasting and 
significant impact on how the California Unitarian 
Universalist congregations think of themselves and 
act in the world in terms of race, class and culture.  
There will need to be specific parameters for this 
engagement as far as time frame, tangible goals, 
staffing and budget.  Although UUs in general are 
eager to have conversations about race, class and 
culture, they are lacking in resources, methods and 
approaches that are sustainable and goals that they 
feel are achievable and concrete.  A more strategic 
approach to providing congregations with connection 
to curricula, campaigns conferences and other 
resources would help this effort, but the main 
concern is finding a clear goal upon which to focus. 
 
Sustaining the Effort - UU Ministers are deeply and 
enthusiastically engaged in work around race, class 
and culture but they are also challenged by 
sustaining the conversation.  They report that 
congregations grow weary of the subject not seeing 
a “light at the end of the tunnel.”  In addition, some 
ministers who are not engaged directly in this work 
find it difficult to prioritize over the the important day 
to day running of the church; may feel that what they 
are already doing is sufficient; or feel that a specific 
focus on race, class and culture is not necessary 
considering their community demographics.  They 
also find some apathy and insecurity from 
congregants who are hesitant after the long battle on 
Marriage Equality which had a specific legislative 
goal.  This is a consistent challenge with leadership 
searching for ways to communicate goals on race, 
class and culture to their congregations as a an 
achievable end product. 
 
WORKING WITH COMMUNITIES OF COLOR 
Addressing issues of race, class and culture are 
particularly crucial for people of color in Unitarian 
Universalist congregations at this time.   

In the current political environment of xenophobia, 
many people of color in Unitarian Universalist 
congregations are feeling the burden of isolation in 
largely white settings where they are often asked to 
do “race work” (answering every question about 
race, always being the representative of diversity, 
etc.)  In many instances this does not allow people 
of color to feel safe or held by community.  This 
presents even more challenges when people of 
color are new to Unitarian Universalist communities.  
They are sometimes over committed or over 
requested for engagement because of the 
excitement of having a person of color in the mix.  
Part of the goal with this work is to create an 
environment that offers welcome to people of color 
without making them a novelty. 
 
There is a strategic need to make equity a 
priority within Unitarian Universalist justice work 
in sustainable and specific ways. The impacts of 
race, class and culture are evident in the continued 
struggles among Unitarian Universalists around 
engaging the Black Lives Matter movement.  
Continuing to educate our congregations is an 
important initial step in this process.  However, 
focusing our energies inward is only part of the 
equation to making change.  People are hungry for 
specific action.  
  
The 2012-2013 common read, The New Jim Crow: 
Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness by 
Michelle Alexander struck a very deep chord among 
Unitarian Universalists.  Many people have 
expressed how this book has been foundational to 
their increased understanding of the stark realities of 
the ongoing race war in the United States.  But 
Unitarian Universalists are hungry for action beyond 
reading and they want to put their learning into 
action.  There is a wide array of opportunities for 
faith communities to be directly involved in changing 
the landscape and impact of mass incarceration.  
There are opportunities to volunteer, be part of 
public witness action, provide financial support and 
help move legislation.  The key however is being 
informed and connected.  Additional research for 
this project has indicated that an Equity Ministry 
Network is uniquely positioned to provide a means 
to help people connect to spiritually motivated 
action.   
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