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One of my jobs this morning is to help you understand how the holiday of Kwanzaa while not a holiday most of us celebrate at home can have important lessons for us as Unitarian Universalists. There is one thing that our religion has in common with this the celebration of Kwanzaa. This one thing is very important to helping us and others to better understand Unitarian Universalism and Kwanzaa. That thing is a series of principles, seven principles to be specific. There are seven principles that form the foundation of the individuals understanding of modern day Unitarian Universalism and seven principles that guide people through the celebration of Kwanzaa.

This morning though I want to tell you something more about the second principle of Kwanzaa and why it is one that has many important messages for us as Unitarian Universalists. The second principle of Kwanzaa, usually celebrated on the second day is self-determination the Swahili word for self-determination is kujichagulia. Self-determination as a principle for Kwanzaa means to “define ourselves, name ourselves, create for ourselves and speak for ourselves instead of being defined, named created for and spoken for by others.”

Self-determination for African-Americans is something very important. There have been many times in the history of this country when these individuals did not have the right to make decisions for themselves. Many African-Americans are descended from people who were brought to this country as slaves. Slaves came here against their will, and were forced to live lives very different from the lives they would have chosen for themselves. People who had dark skin in this country were not allowed to vote, or use the same bathrooms or ride in the same parts of busses and trains that white people were in many places in this country, this was true up until less than 50 years ago.

Many of these same things were also true of people who were Unitarians in Transylvania, and of Universalists in Britain long ago. For African American’s and for Unitarian Universalists it is very important to remember the times when others made decisions for us. When we live out the principle of self-determination, or help others to live out this principle in their own lives we are also living out our own UU principles. 

To define ourselves is to determine who we are, what we believe, and what matters to us. Our names Unitarian and Universalist were given to us by people who were criticizing or making fun of us for having beliefs different from their own. Over time we have come to embrace these words and use them to create a name we are proud of. We name ourselves, Unitarian Universalists because we are proud of the rebellious heritage handed down to us by all those who came before us, fighters who battled for our right to believe what we see as right. Much of who we are as Unitarian Universalists and much of who African Americans were in this culture was and still is in response to the world around us. Few African Americans could resist the rule of white America and survive. Fortunately times have changed, not as much as they need to, but certainly they have changed for the better.  In today’s world most people know Unitarian Universalists and African Americans by names and standards established by those who do not live the faith of UUism or in the skins of African Americans.  

The time has come for us as UU’s and for African American’s to define themselves. People will often describe Unitarian Universalist by what we do not believe, or how our services and our members are not like those in other churches. The time has come for us to describe ourselves with positive words. In the 1960’s when the holiday of Kwanzaa was first celebrated the phrase “Black is beautiful” was very popular. The use of that phrase was in part an effort at making people understand that all people did not have to look like Barbie and Ken dolls to be attractive. Today many more people understand that people of all races, cultures and ethnicities can be and are beautiful, and we need to help them understand as well people of all religions are beautiful too. Many people do not know who Unitarian Universalists are. It is our job to teach them that we are a proud and accepting people of deep and profound faith.

 The second principle of Kwanzaa teaches us to create for ourselves and speak for ourselves instead of being defined, named for and spoken for by others.”

I hope you will seek out opportunities to share who you are, and what is important about you with those you meet. Tell people you are beautiful and if they ask you how you know feel free to tell them your minister said so. If they ask you about your faith, your religious beliefs tell them that you a Unitarian Universalist because UU’s believe in the goodness of all people and the importance of deciding what we believe for ourselves.

Self-determination kujichagulia say it with me kujichagulia again kujichagulia May you always have the power of self-determination in your hands. May it be so!
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