
On Sunday morning, November 3, two days before the election in 1912, members of the 
Secret Service arrived in the minister’s study at the Church of the Messiah (Unitarian) in 
Manhattan. They informed the minister that President William Howard Taft would 
attend the worship service that morning.

Taft was running for reelection as the Republican candidate in a four-way race. 
Former President Theodore Roosevelt, who had unsuccessfully sought to wrest the 
Republican nomination from Taft, was running as the Bull Moose Party candidate. 
Woodrow Wilson had been nominated by the Democratic Party convention on the 46th 
ballot. The fourth candidate was labor leader Eugene Debs, running as the Socialist 
Party candidate for the fourth time. Taft’s running mate, Vice President James Sherman, 
had just died of kidney disease on Thursday, less than a week before the election.

The minister of the Church of the Messiah, the Rev. John Haynes Holmes, was an 
avid pacifist who had served the congregation for eight years. Holmes was among the 
founders of both the NAACP and the ACLU, and he was instrumental in introducing 
Gandhi and his non-violent resistance to America. Newspapers published accounts of 
his sermons in their Monday editions.

At one point after a particularly emphatic sermon advocating pacifism, the 
church board called a hasty Sunday afternoon meeting and issued a press release saying 
that while they disagreed with their minister, they were committed to a free and 
untrammeled pulpit and would not make a move to discharge him. He remained the 
church’s senior minister until he retired in 1949.

On that Sunday before the election, with the incumbent candidate, President Taft, 
sitting in the front pew, the Rev. Holmes strongly urged the congregation to vote for 
Wilson.

Woodrow Wilson was elected with 435 of the possible 531 electoral college votes. 
Roosevelt had 88 and Taft 8, taking only Vermont and Utah. Debs got 6% of the popular 
vote, but none of the electoral votes. Your state went for Roosevelt.

Today religious bodies that are exempt from federal taxes are prohibited from 
endorsing or opposing candidates or parties. Given the vote-by-mail systems in both 
Washington and Oregon, I suspect many of you have already voted anyway. If you are 
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eligible to vote and have not done so yet, please do not abdicate this responsibility of 
citizenship.

The IRS rules permit advocating for issues. Your church has taken a strong stand 
in support of Referendum 74 which would establish marriage equity in Washington. I 
know many of you have worked on the campaign, and displayed lawn signs and 
bumper stickers.

I look forward to the day when loving couples can enter into civil, legally 
recognized marriage regardless of their gender. No healthy marriage between one man 
and one woman will be harmed if two men or two women are permitted to marry. This 
will only strengthen the institution of marriage and provide social support and benefits 
to encourage thriving, long-term committed relationships. So vote. And if you are a 
Washington voter, please vote yes on 74.

Despite the scores of polls, proclamations by pundits, and prediction markets, no 
one knows the outcomes of the election yet, but this we do know: the campaigns have 
been contentious, driven by unlimited and often hidden corporate contributions, and 
our governments are deeply polarized. The media have amplified differences and 
provoked anxiety. Most of us will be happy when the campaigns are over.

And I know this: The results of Tuesday’s election will disappoint some of us and 
thrill others. No matter who wins, nearly half, or perhaps more, of the nation will be 
disappointed. Some of us will feel elation and the restoration of hope. Others will feel 
anger, despair, and anxiety. Some will be relieved that the decision has been made, 
while others will experience even more anxiety once the results are known.

I am sure there are folks among us today who are on both sides of many of the 
races and issues. Being religiously liberal does not necessarily mean that one is 
politically liberal, and it would be a mistake to assume that we all support the same 
candidates or causes.

After the votes are counted and the results are certified, we will still be in 
relationship with one another. So let’s make those relationships positive and productive 
ones. The connections we have with each other matter far more than the outcomes of 
the election.

We need one another. We cannot solve the biggest problems we face without 
cooperation, without shared sacrifice, and without commitment to change.

Let us never fail to be guided by our espoused broad tolerance of difference, by 
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our embrace of individual authority, and by our commitment to the beloved community. 
We don’t all march to the same drummer and our diversity is a vital part of our 
strength.

After Tuesday we will have repair work to do. We will need to repair 
relationships and find ways to move ahead despite frustrations and the deeply divided 
politics of the far left and the far right.

In the introduction to her Beacon Press book, Repair: The Impulse to Restore in a 
Fragile World, author Elizabeth Spelman writes:

“The Human Being is a repairing animal. Repair is ubiquitous, something we 
engage in every day and in almost every dimension of our lives. …

“Perhaps the most obvious kinds of repair are those having to do with the 
inanimate objects with which we surround ourselves …. But our bodies and souls also 
are by their very nature subject to fracture and fissure…. Relationships between 
individuals and among nations are notoriously subject to fraying and being rent 
asunder,” she continues. “From apologies and other informal attempts at patching 
things up to law courts, conflict mediation, and truth and reconciliation commissions, 
we try to reweave what we revealingly call the social fabric.

“…To repair is to acknowledge and respond to the fracturability of the world in 
which we live … by employing skills of mind, hand, and heart to recapture an earlier 
moment in the history of an object or a relationship in order to allow it to keep 
existing.”1

Those words from Elizabeth Spelman call us to remember those earlier moments 
and to bring our best skills of wisdom, action, and compassion to the task of recapturing 
them.

The work of repair is a lifelong task for each of us. We continue to make 
mistakes, to disappoint one another, to do things that harm even our most important 
relationships. 

Our Universalist heritage reminds us that we are held in love no matter what — 
that it is a love we can neither earn nor lose by our behavior — that we are born with 
inherent worth and dignity and in a state of original blessing.
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Knowing that we are held in love encourages us — fills our hearts with the love 
that motivates action — to seek repair when relationships break. We are called to make 
amends, to confess the harms we have caused, to offer regret and to make restitution to 
the extent compensation can be made for the harm. We are called to offer forgiveness — 
not to forget or to ignore the hurts we have experienced — but to move on from them 
and to begin again in love. To reweave the social fabric.

Repair requires acknowledgement of our responsibility for creating harm, 
mending the damage, and redoubling our commitment to acting in love. That’s how we 
reknit our relationships. No matter how much we try, we are imperfect beings, and thus 
the work of repair goes on. It is a lifelong task.

After losing the election in 1912, former President Taft was appointed to the 
Supreme Court. He was also the President of the General Conference of Unitarians, an 
office he held from 1917 until 1925. The General Conference was a predecessor to our 
current Unitarian Universalist Association.

In the 1917 equivalent of today’s General Assembly,  meeting in Montreal, John 
Haynes Holmes, as chair of the planning council of ministers, presented a resolution on 
the war for adoption by the assembly. He presented a range of options, then said,

"It would be difficult to name our reason for being if the privilege of non-
conformity were denied or even threatened among us. By tradition and by practice we 
are dissenters. The cause of all dissent is our cause." Holmes proposed a resolution in 
favor of "the ministry of reconciliation, the preparation of peace, the establishment of 
social justice, the proclamation of God's law."

Taft denounced Holmes’ proposed resolution as “insidious” and moved a 
resolution that “war must be carried to a successful issue to stamp out militarism in the 
world.” Taft’s resolution was adopted by an overwhelming majority.2

Holmes was then delisted from the official directory of ministers and resigned 
his fellowship in the American Unitarian Association. Only after his retirement in 1949 
did the AUA reach out to repair the broken relationship and to welcome him back into 
the fold. Repair is possible after political squabbles, even after three decades, but let’s 
not wait that long to work “to recapture an earlier moment in the history of an object or 
a relationship in order to allow it to keep existing,” as Spelman urges.
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Our principles call us to affirm and promote both the inherent worth and dignity 
of every person and the interdependent web of existence. The divisiveness of 
campaigns tempts us to demonize the other and to forget that we are indeed deeply 
connected in relationships that matter.

So here’s where I am going preachy and offering some instruction for post-
election repair. There are three things I urge you toward.

First, do not gloat when your candidate wins. Do not demonize the winning 
candidate or the people who supported her or him. Take down your yard signs before 
sunrise on Wednesday. Clear the propaganda from the bulletin boards and refrigerator 
doors. Put away your campaign buttons and garb. Reach out to congratulate those who 
campaigned hard and effectively for their value-based beliefs on either side of the races.

Second, set partisan politics aside. Seek to repair relationships with the other 
side.

The big threats to global security demand cooperation. If we allow divisive 
politics to continue to paralyze action, they will become ever more difficult to resolve 
and the impacts will be multiplied.

The Quaker author, Parker Palmer, is the subject of a wide-ranging interview in 
the current issue of The Sun. He laments divisive politics that are based on heartbreak, 
creating a politics of rage. Those on the far right and on the far left won’t engage in 
creative dialogue, he asserts, and those in the middle have given up in the face of the 
overwhelming dissension.

But Palmer reminds us that democracy is founded on dealing with conflict in 
civil and creative ways. And he offers this advice on entering into dialogue:

“When you throw facts at people to refute what they believe, it only hardens 
their convictions. But if you create a relational container that can hold an ongoing 
dialogue, it’s more likely that someone will change — and that someone may be you!”

To create a relational container, he says, “the main rule is to turn toward honest, 
open inquiry rooted in simple respect. Say in effect, ‘Tell me something that will help 
me understand you, your life, your worldview, and where your convictions come 
from.’”
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“…Helping people reoccupy the public realm — which requires civil 
conversations between individuals who see things differently — is an investment in 
democracy.”3

Those words of Parker Palmer offer practical advice on how to engage in the 
quest to repair a relationship, and the reminder that we must be willing to be changed 
ourselves by the interchange.

And third, recommit to engagement.

Maybe you heard the statement yesterday afternoon on the public radio 
program, “This American Life,” made by a man who was unwilling to attempt to repair 
a relationship with a former friend on the opposite side of the political spectrum. He 
said “the stakes are too high” for compromise and dialogue and that his former friend 
“just needs to change.” The stakes are indeed high, but my conclusion is that high 
stakes call us to the work of recapturing the earlier moments in our relationships.They 
call us to engagement.

Church has a major role to support its members in learning and practicing skills 
of repair and dialogue and in managing differences with civility and creativity. Parker 
Palmer, in the interview in The Sun, says “Serious seekers want churches that will 
support them in a lifelong exploration of faith and action, and keep them sorting and 
sifting what they are learning.”4 I say amen to that.

Do not gloat or demonize. Set partisanship aside. Recommit to engagement. Let 
us dedicate ourselves to the life-long work of repair with willing and eager minds, 
hands, and hearts.

Amen.
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