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   When my wife Beth and I moved from the suburbs to a 

warehouse loft in the center of a large city, Beth embraced 

every aspect of urban life – the sirens, the parking 

problems and the car alarms at night.  The homeless people 

made me nervous, but Beth learned their names.   

    The only neighbors who bothered her were the guys who 

ran the tattoo parlor across the street.  They got into 

traffic-stopping fights, harassed women on the sidewalk and 

intimidated men.  They were the reason Beth didn’t walk on 

that side of the street.  For two years she glared out of 

our window at the men sitting in front of the shop and 

fantasized about shooting out their tires. 

    Then one day she called me at work to tell me she was 

getting a tattoo.  She’d never wanted a tattoo before and 

had even taken pride in being one of the few people in our 

group of friends with no body art.  Though surprised I said 

“OK”.  Later she called back and announced, “I did it!” 

    When I got home Beth excitedly showed me the delicately 

inscribed words “love thy neighbor” on her wrist.  Then she 

explained how she had marched across the street and gone 

into the tattoo parlor.  The walls were covered with 

drawings of skulls, bloody knives, naked women and the 

Virgin of Guadalupe.  Manuel, the proprietor, was working 

on somebody’s backside.  Beth introduced herself and asked 

if she could watch, and he nodded. 

    After awhile she went outside and sat in front to study 

the world from their perspective.  The guy next to her 

asked what she was getting done. 

    “Love thy neighbor,” she stuttered. 

    “Why?” he asked. 

    “Well…you guys are my neighbors and I’m having trouble 

loving you.  You kind of scare me – you know, with all the 

fights that break out over here and the macho behavior.” 

    He ushered her back into the shop and announced, with 

complete sincerity, “Hey Manuel, dude, we’re scaring our 

neighbor.  We got to stop fighting.” 

    Manuel was defensive – until Beth explained that she 

didn’t want to change him; she just wanted to get this 

tattoo. 
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   Manuel showed her a picture in a magazine of “Love Thy 

Neighbor” tattooed on a man’s inner forearm, with bloody 

knives in the background. 

    Beth grimaced.  “Not exactly,” she said. 

    After they’d settled on a design, Manuel began to do 

his art on her wrist.  Then he stopped.  “How do you spell 

“thy?”  I didn’t go to school.” 

    The other tattoo artist piped up, “Dude, it’s not 

because you didn’t go to school, it’s because you don’t 

read the Bible.” 

    From then on Beth would wave to the tattoo artists as 

if they were old pals.  The music from across the street 

was not so grating on her nerves.  No more fights broke 

out.  The sidewalk felt safe. 

   Four months later Beth took our car in for an oil change 

and saw Manuel talking to the repairman behind the counter.  

As she began to remind him who she was, he stepped forward 

and gave her a warm hug.  “Hey,” he said to his friend 

behind the counter, “This is my neighbor, the one I was 

telling you about.” 

 

WORTH AND DIGNITY – A UU PERSPECTIVE 

 

From UU Minister Kenneth Collier 

 

   What I have called the Profoundly Beautiful lives deep 

within the heart of every human being.  This Profound 

Beauty is the spiritual foundation of life; the religious 

task is to make the Profound visible in our lives, to lend 

it our flesh that it may be incarnate.  It is no more 

possible to lose this spiritual foundation than to lose our 

genetic foundation.   

    It is possible, however, to lose sight of our own 

profundity.  It is possible to blind ourselves to it, to 

ignore it, to forsake it, to fail to believe in it, to 

exclude it from the reality of our living.  It is possible 

to refuse the religious task and deny the Profound Beauty 

of one’s own life.  But it is not possible to lose it.  It 

is there at birth, at death, and at every moment in-

between.  It is by virtue of this Profound  Beauty that 

every human being is inherently valuable and dignified no 

matter what is done with the life one is given. 

 

** Reflections ** 

 

    On Wednesday afternoon of last week a memorial service 

was held in this room for the second oldest member of First 



 3 

Unitarian Society.  Hermine Davidson was well past 97 when 

she died in the home she and her husband, Charlie, had 

occupied for over a half-century.   

    Hermine and Charlie have been members of this 

congregation since their marriage, but Hermineôs father was 

a Unitarian when services were still being held in a lovely 

church at the corner of Wisconsin Avenue and East Dayton 

Street.  In other words, Hermineôs Unitarian lineage went 

back a ways, which may help explain why she embodied so 

faithfully the First Principle of our liberal religious 

tradition.  As Unitarian Universalists, this principle 

states, we covenant to “affirm and promote the inherent 

worth and dignity of every person,” without exception. 

    Throughout her life, this is what Hermine strived to 

do.  She treated everyone with respect, decency and 

consideration whether they lived in the distressed 

Broadway-Simpson apartment complex three blocks from her 

lakefront home, or in fancy digs further down the street.  

Shirley Abrahamson, Chief Justice of the Wisconsin Supreme 

Court and also a friend and neighbor of the Davidsonôs 

wrote that she found Hermine remarkable because she “cared 

about all our people” and that caring was genuine, not just 

a pose.  She extended herself for others and helped make 

them feel more competent and confident about themselves.   

    Hers was not a syrupy-sweet sort of acceptance.  

Hermine was feisty, opinionated and sometimes contentious.  

Just because she thought you possessed worth and dignity 

didn’t mean she treated you tenderly.  She made you think, 

she held you responsible and she could be a formidable 

opponent.  She was a people lover, but not necessarily a 

people pleaser.  For me, that’s what the First Principle is 

all about. 

    The Seven Principles of Unitarian Universalism were 

composed, debated at length and finally approved in an 

open, democratic manner in the early 1980’s.  They 

superseded an earlier and somewhat similar set of 

principles that had served the Association since the merger 

of Unitarianism and Universalism in 1961.  These principles 

are not to be construed as a creed or exclusionary 

confession of faith.  They represent, rather, a short 

catalogue of ideals and aspirations that can serve to guide 

us in our spiritual pursuits and moral decision-making.  

Specific enough to give readers a clear sense of our 

movement’s orientation and priorities, they leave 

considerable latitude for individuals to determine how 

these principles might be given concrete expression.   
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    In considering the First Principle it’s important to 

point out that it is by no means unique to Unitarian 

Universalism.  The idea is ancient and almost as ubiquitous 

as the Golden Rule.  The first chapter of the book of 

Genesis posits a close correspondence between human beings 

and Almighty himself.  We are made in God’s image and 

likeness, Scripture says, which suggests that there is 

something of absolute worth at the core of every human 

self.  

    Not that the ancient Hebrews always acted in ways 

consistent with this idea.  Israel’s enemies were treated 

brutally, and their civilization was marred by gross 

inequalities of class, age and gender – offenses for which 

Israel was severely criticized by its prophets.   

    With the ministry of Jesus the idea that all human 

beings have intrinsic value finds its fullest expression.  

Time and time again this untutored rabbi from Nazareth 

lifts up those whom society had devalued: children, women, 

ethnic minorities.  Jesus also spoke up for those who were 

deemed unclean and accursed: cripples, lepers, prostitutes, 

orphans.  In all these people Jesus recognized the image of 

God.  Everything else about them was incidental.   

    Eastern religions were similarly disposed. In a 

conversation between the great sages Lao Tse and Confucius, 

the latter said that “benevolence and righteousness” lay at 

the heart of his teaching. 

   “May I ask, Lao Tse said, “if benevolence and 

righteousness belong to the inborn nature of a human 

being?” 

    “Of course,” Confucius responded.  “If a person lacks 

benevolence he will get nowhere; if he lacks righteousness, 

he cannot even stay alive.  They are truly natural and 

inborn.” 

    “Then may I ask,” Lao Tse continued, “what is your 

definition of these two terms?” 

    “To be glad and joyful in mind; to embrace universal 

love and be without partisanship – this is the true form of 

benevolence and righteousness,” Confucius replied.   

    Comparable teachings can be found in the spiritual 

literature of ancient India.  The Hindu Upanishads, 

composed over 2500 years ago, compare the human soul to a 

“golden treasure” and early Buddhist writings employ the 

same analogy.  “The Buddha shows all beings their 

storehouse of enlightenment, which is the cask of true gold 

and is their Buddha Nature,” one sutra explains.  

    Like Jesus, the Buddha sought actively to “promote” 

this important principle.  India was in some respects quite 
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similar to ancient Israel: a highly stratified, caste-

ridden, misogynistic society in which the privileged took 

terrible advantage of the less fortunate.  But early 

Buddhists aligned themselves with India’s outcastes and 

untouchables, and in a society where prominent religious 

figures traditionally wore white garments, the Buddhists 

donned the brown and saffron robes worn by the dalits or 

untouchables.   

    According to the American Buddhist Richard Reoch, 

Buddhist monks began shaving their heads to eliminate 

gender bias – neither men nor women monks kept their hair 

and all wore the same unadorned saffron clothing.  Members 

of those early communities referred to one another as 

“beautiful companions” and enjoyed an atmosphere of real 

equality.    

     The testimony of the great religions aside, it is 

difficult to prove scientifically or logically that humans 

in general possess inherent worth and dignity.  A cursory 

review of the record of our gross misbehavior raises 

serious doubts about the legitimacy of the First Principle.  

    Read the Biblical books of Joshua and Judges describing 

the Hebrews’ merciless tactics as they conquered and 

occupied Canaan, or Homer’s story of the sack of Troy.  

Recall the scorched-earth campaigns of Tamerlane, Genghis 

Kahn and the Christian Crusaders.  Remember the inhumane 

means used to subdue and exterminate America’s native 

peoples.  Think of the tens of thousands who were complicit 

in the horrendous crimes of Hitler, Stalin, Mao and Pol 

Pot.  And even today, men, women and children by the 

millions are dying or being displaced in Sudan, Congo, 

Myanmar and other nations with the tacit permission of the 

world’s great powers.  Even today, greed, xenophobia and 

gratuitous violence are in ample evidence.   

    Given the foregoing, it’s no wonder that the book of 

Genesis, after describing human beings as made in God’s 

image, then suggests that our true nature was sullied in 

the Fall.   

    And there are other explanations why humans aren’t as 

worthy and don’t comport themselves with the dignity that 

is theirs by nature.  Spiritual authorities point to a 

lapse of knowledge, a moving away from the center, a 

fateful forgetfulness of what and who we really are.  We do 

not find our “gold” the Upanishads say, “because of the 

veil of illusion in which it is concealed.”   

     Others, of course, question the entire premise. 

Humans, the realists say, are naturally more selfish than 

they are altruistic, more competitive than cooperative, 
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more blood-thirsty than peace-loving.  The idea of 

“inherent” goodness or nobility is a fiction perpetrated by 

idealists who have no stomach for the hard facts of human 

behavior.  Our species evolved from brutes and the essence 

of human nature is still brutish.  As philosopher Jean Paul 

Sartre put it, “If it were not for the petty rules of 

bourgeois society, we humans would destroy each other in an 

instant.”   

    Although we cannot know whether worth and dignity are 

inherent qualities of our humanness -- and there is 

considerable evidence to the contrary – Unitarian 

Universalism’s First Principle deserves to be upheld.  I 

would argue that it is always preferable to act as if that 

statement were true.  Why?  Because such a conviction makes 

us less likely to diminish others and push them beyond the 

boundaries of our own moral universe.  People are not 

animals to be slaughtered or objects to be exploited.  Like 

us, they are worthy.    

    Then too, my own gut feeling is that if a person 

believes he is depraved and selfish, he is more disposed to 

act that way.  Likewise, a person with a true sense of 

worth – not egoism or self-importance, but moral worth – 

will act in more ennobling ways.  

    “The inherent dignity and worth of every person” is, 

then, a pragmatic not an ontological statement.  We embrace 

it not because it communicates a hard anthropological fact 

but because it possesses genuine life-giving and life-

affirming value.   

    In embracing the First Principle we need, however, to 

exercise a certain caution because the human capacity for 

self-deceit is significant.  Our inventive minds are just 

as capable of generating scapegoats and justifying wicked 

deeds as devising ways to relieve suffering.  Reason begets 

rationalization, which frequently serves to undercut our 

most deeply held moral sentiments.  The veils behind which 

a person’s golden core lies hidden can be many and thick, 

and it takes a determined effort to pull them apart.   

    Thus it is incumbent upon us to complement our 

declarations of “worth and dignity” with ever-increasing 

self-awareness, using a spiritual practice to achieve 

greater clarity about our hidden motives, our prejudices 

and deep-seated fears.   

    I’d like to conclude these comments with an appraisal 

of the words “affirm and promote” that accompany each of 

the Seven Principles.  It seems to me that the first word 

is the easy one.  How difficult is it to acknowledge a 

person’s worth and dignity, to “affirm” it?  “Promoting” is 
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a whole other matter.  Think of the courage it took for 

Beth Slevcove to march across the street and confront the 

denizens of that tattoo parlor with their behavior.   

    “I believe you are basically good people and I want to 

love you,” she said, “but you are making it hard for me.”   

    That’s what it means to “promote” and because of the 

honesty and gentleness of her approach, she was able to 

draw out the better nature of those troublesome characters.   

    Most of the time promoting the First Principle doesn’t 

entail that level of risk.  It’s simply a matter of being 

more conscious of the negative or positive effect we have 

on others in the course of our casual, everyday 

interactions.  Henry Irons, an amateur photographer, is a 

case in point. 

     Preoccupied with a personal medical problem and 

needing a distraction, Irons set out with his camera for 

the waterfront near his home.  After taking a few pictures 

of old rowboats, buoys and such, he was heading back to his 

truck when he saw an Asian woman and her family emptying 

their crab traps on one of the docks.  He began 

photographing the squirming crabs on the dock, when a woman 

cried out.  He turned and saw her trying to shake off a 

crab that had latched onto her finger.  Quickly he snapped 

her picture, and knew immediately it was a great shot. 

    Feeling proud of his achievement, Irons was about to 

depart when the young Asian woman walked over and said, “I 

would like the film, please.  I never gave you permission 

to take my photograph.” 

    Reluctant to give up his prize, Henry protested, saying 

that there was no law against taking pictures and that if 

she had a problem with that she should call the police.  

Turning away from him, she and members of her family began 

heatedly discussing the matter in their native tongue.  

Turning back to Henry, the woman then continued. “Look, you 

can take all the photographs you want, but if someone 

objects it becomes a question of ethics.”  She held out her 

hand for the film. 

   Henry reiterated that if she wanted to pursue the matter 

further, she ought to call the police because he had a 

right to that picture. 

    The Asian family began discussing the issue again and 

Henry decided to give in.  Tapping the young woman on the 

shoulder, he opened his camera, peeled out the roll of film 

and handed it to her.  The group was suddenly silent.  She 

smiled in relief and said, “Thank you.”  Driving home, 

Henry writes, “I felt strangely uplifted” and was no longer 

preoccupied by those earlier concerns.   
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     This is a classic instance of a man so caught up in 

his own issues, so full of self-concern, that he failed to 

recognize another person’s worth and dignity.  By capturing 

her ridiculous pose with a crab dangling from her finger, 

he had demeaned a young woman and probably intended to 

exploit her.  She had been objectified and become nothing 

more than a source of amusement and/or profit for the 

photographer.   

    Interestingly, by finally relenting, Henry not only 

upheld the young woman’s inherent worth and dignity, he got 

in touch with his own.  Why did he feel “strangely 

uplifted” driving home?  Because he had struck gold – the 

gold of compassion and benevolence that are our natural 

endowment.  It appears, then, that the more we grant 

dignity, the more we sense it in ourselves.   

    A colleague of mine, the late Elizabeth Tarbox, 

captured the deeper meaning of the word “promote” with 

these gentle words: 

 

None of us ever really walks in another’s shoes or 

knows the innermost rooms of a person’s heart.  None 

of us truly knows the lonely places of another’s 

journey or the causes of the lines around another’s 

eyes.  Therefore, let us be considerate of one 

another.  Let us listen more than we speak and accept 

more than we judge.  Let our open, outstretched hands 

reach and touch that we may walk together in 

friendship, honor and trust for a little while longer.   


