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GLEANINGS FROM THE LIBERAL RELIGIOUS TRADITION 

 

From ―Being an American‖ by A. Powell Davies (Davies served 

the All Souls Unitarian Church in Washington, D.C. from 

1944 until his untimely death in 1957.  He was a highly 

influential figure and during his tenure, seven new 

Unitarian congregations were launched in the D.C. area, due 

largely to his own efforts and the popularity of his radio 

program.  In addition to his heavy responsibilities as 

leader of an exceptionally large congregation, he wrote and 

published ten books between 1942 and 1957.  These words 

were composed during the early ‗50‘s, when Wisconsin‘s Sen. 

Joseph McCarthy was making headlines with his anti-

communism crusade). 

 

   I agree with the writer who said that ―He who is only an 

American is not yet an American.‖  For the founding 

principles of our republic are universal.  The need abroad 

is just as much an obligation as the need at home.  Human 

rights do not cease at national frontiers, and neither does 

responsibility  If this did not appear to be so in the 

past, it was because the conditions then did not so 

obviously proclaim it.  Today the earth…is just one 

neighborhood.  Fair play is needed not only in one place 

but in all places….and that is part of what it means to be 

an American. 

    But this is not at all what it means to be an American 

as the super-patriots and professional anti-Communists 

define it.   They do not see that opposition to communism 

must be on moral grounds…. What they dislike about 

Communism, apparently, is not its perversions of the truth, 

or its corrupted justice, or its tyranny and profanation of 

the sacredness of human rights – for they are willing to 

pervert the truth themselves and be unjust and tyrannous.  

To gain their ends they are contemptuous of the sacredness 

of human rights…. Thus they undermine our true Americanism.  

They make the struggle harder…. 

    To defeat communism we need the unity our Founding 

Fathers gave us…. To defeat communism we must uphold 

traditional American principles…. To defeat communism we 

must be just and righteous, among ourselves and in the 

world at large.  These men frustrate this aim.  In other 
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words, to defeat communism we must be spiritually superior 

to it.  These men degrade the soul…. 

    Let me repeat: The American commitment is to universal 

justice, the rights of all men and women and not the 

special interests of some…. It has no place for 

persecution; its attachment is to human rights.  It has no 

use for obstinacy, inflexibility and intolerance.  It 

prefers honesty to cleverness, kindness to self-

sufficiency, good will to narrow minded aims…. 

    And if anyone tells me that these characteristics are 

more than American, that they are universal, I will reply 

that that is why they are American.  Because this nation 

was not founded on the divisive and the exclusive, but upon 

the rights of all humankind…. 

    At times our light has shone with a steady brightness – 

and the world has known new hope.  At other times it has 

grown dim – and hope has died.  There is not much time left 

now to bring it back to brightness: but if we fail, the 

whole world will be dark. 

 

** REFLECTIONS ** 

 

    Whenever I participate in the dedication of an infant 

or young child, I find myself thinking about their future – 

what life will be like for them in this rapidly changing, 

unpredictable world.  Will their years on this planet be as 

bright and fulfilling as mine have been?  Will the luxuries 

and liberties my generation has enjoyed be available to 

them as well?    

    I pondered such things twenty-one years ago when our 

own son, Kyle, was dedicated and they are a source of just 

as much concern today.  After all, two decades ago climate 

change wasn‘t on anyone‘s radar; there was less economic 

inequality in America, most of the world still held the 

United States in high regard and the Patriot Act had yet to 

make its appearance. 

    I fear that in the future our children will face more 

barriers and find fewer bridges to a free and prosperous 

adulthood than I did.  Rights that I have taken largely for 

granted they may have to fight for.  For the fact is, those 

of us who grew up and grew old since Roosevelt‘s New Deal 

have been exceptionally fortunate.  We have lived during a 

time of unprecedented, widespread prosperity in what has 

been, overall, an exceptionally free environment.  We have 

enjoyed rights that would simply amaze our forebears.   
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    For most of human history, you see, the average man or 

woman had no claim whatsoever to rights.  As the ancient 

Greek historian Thucydides observed,  

 

Right, as the world goes, is only in question between 

equals in power, while the strong do what they can and 

the weak suffer what they must. 

 

    In other words, any notion that human beings, simply by 

virtue of their species hood, possessed certain inalienable 

rights – that notion was largely absent.  Rights were a 

function of power.  The mighty had rights and by their 

might maintained them.  The weak or impotent had virtually 

none – not even what we would consider the most basic and 

primary of rights – the right to life itself.   

     For instance, in that cradle of democracy known as 

ancient Athens rights were the prerogative of a privileged 

few.  Only about 15% of Athens‘ 200,000 residents could 

claim citizenship, with the attendant right to participate 

actively in civic life.  Only an adult male could be a 

citizen and the rights he enjoyed were narrowly political.  

Women possessed no rights whatsoever – a situation parodied 

in Aristophanesô classic comedy, Lysistrata.  Over 80,000 

slaves lived in Athens and they could be sold or even 

killed with relative impunity.   

     But even the average citizen could only dream of the 

sort of rights monopolized by a powerful Athenian clique 

known as the aristoi, which in Greek means ―the best 

people.‖  They alone possessed the right to inherit and own 

property; the right to an education, to intellectual and 

aesthetic stimulation; the right to a modicum of leisure; 

the right to economic security.   

    This is the way matters remained in the Western World 

for hundreds of years.  Those with political and economic 

clout had rights but the average person did not.  Even the 

Bible — the source of so much of our morality – has 

virtually nothing to say about human rights.  The ruling 

class in ancient Palestine is frequently admonished not to 

exploit or oppress the poor.  But that was not because the 

common people were thought to have certain basic rights.  

It was because a merciful God expected responsible and 

reverent leaders to show mercy.  We‘re talking about 

―noblesse oblige‖ here, not human dignity.   

     Christianity brought little in the way of human rights 

progress.  According to early Church theologians, because 

they were fallen and sinful, people deserved to be 

punished, not protected.  Leading thinkers from Augustine 
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to Aquinas to Martin Luther agreed that while Christians 

had a duty to pray and to obey, they had no rights to 

claim.  Even the right to resist unjust laws or repressive 

policies was not recognized.  As historian James MacGregor 

Burns puts it: 

 

During all these centuries there were indeed 

freethinkers, dissenters and iconoclasts… but these 

never culminated in a coherent body of thought capable 

of challenging…authoritarianism…. There were ample 

Defenders of the Right, few defenders of people‘s 

rights.  

     

   Gradually, however, resistance began to stir and popular 

pressure for rights to build.  The year 1215 saw the 

promulgation of an historic covenant known as the Magna 

Carta Libertatum – the ―Great Charter of Freedoms‖ – which 

was designed to protect English nobles from the King‘s 

exercise of arbitrary power.  Among other things, that 

Charter restricted the monarch‘s power to imprison his 

subjects.  Thus that basic right known as habeus corpus – 

which the American Patriot Act has recently sought to 

curtail -- is almost 800 years old.   

   Little by little, philosophers began to identify and 

expound upon additional rights.  Thomas Hobbes emphasized a 

basic right to physical safety and Immanuel Kant and John 

Locke added that every man should be ―free from the 

compulsory will of another.‖  Locke also gave considerable 

attention to property rights, while Jean Jacques Rousseau 

believed that human beings had a right to literally 

―everything they truly need.‖  In an ordered society, 

Rousseau insisted,  

 

No one would have much more or much less than what he 

needed, and no citizen would be rich enough to buy 

another or poor enough to have to sell himself. 

 

    Frances Hutchinson, followed by Thomas Jefferson, 

declared ―happiness‖ to be an inalienable, universal human 

right.  A decent and honorable society, both men believed, 

was one that sought the greatest happiness for the greatest 

number.   

    As a result of these lofty, abstract discussions, a 

number of landmark political documents were produced: the 

Declaration of Independence which insisted on the right of 

a people to overthrow an unjust regime; the U.S. 

Constitution with its many provisions for political and 
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civil liberties; and in 1795 the French Declaration of the 

Rights and Duties of Man and Citizen with its four primary 

rights of equality, liberty, security and property. 

    Unfortunately, the Enlightenment era‘s enthusiasm for 

human rights was both limited in scope and relatively 

short-lived.  For the most part, women and non-white men 

were excluded.  Over a century would pass before American 

women achieved political equality and another half-century 

would elapse before people of color could safely exercise 

those same rights in many states.   

    The codification of basic political and civil rights in 

documents like the U.S. Constitution by no means guaranteed 

that they would be protected and practiced.  For much of 

our nation‗s history certain forms of speech were routinely 

suppressed.  Socialist reformer Eugene Debs spent ten years 

in jail for anti-war remarks he delivered in 1917.  

Margaret Sanger was imprisoned for providing poor women 

with information about birth control.  Emma Goldman was 

arrested at least forty times for so-called ―inflammatory‖ 

or ―seditious‖ utterances.   

    In Ohio, a farmer named John White was sentenced to 

almost two years in prison for truthfully saying that the 

atrocities committed by German soldiers in World War I were 

no worse than those committed by American troops twenty 

years earlier in the Philippines.   

    Wednesday marked the fiftieth anniversary of the death 

of the great American folk artist, Woody Guthrie, whose 

songs promoting workers‘ rights were often regarded by the 

authorities as downright seditious.   

     But after World War II human rights moved from the 

back-burner to the forefront of concern.  The Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights, approved by the UN General 

Assembly in 1948, not only restated many of the guarantees 

found in our own Constitution, it added items that had 

previously been regarded as mere privileges.  People are 

entitled to education, social security, cultural 

stimulation and freedom of movement within their own 

country, the Declaration says.  The right to organize in 

labor unions is mentioned, to enjoy rest and leisure and to 

have sufficient resources to sustain a family were also 

included.    

    The year 1993 saw another step forward when the World 

Conference on Human Rights was convened in Vienna.  

Thousands of delegates from 171 nations were in attendance, 

and they agreed that human rights are universal and 

indivisible, interrelated and interdependent and should be 
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implemented across the board, regardless of local habits or 

customs.   

    Finally, in the year 2000 the Earth Charter appeared, a 

document that grew out of the 1992 Rio Earth Summit.  

Subsequently endorsed by UNESCO, the Monterey World Forum 

of Cultures and thousands of other organizations, the Earth 

Charter holds that all men and women have a right to a 

―natural environment supportive of human dignity, bodily 

health and spiritual well-being.‖  

    All of this is quite encouraging and suggests a major 

shift of consciousness in Western civilization.  Our whole 

notion of rights – what liberties and opportunities every 

human on the planet is naturally and necessarily entitled 

to – has expanded significantly in the last half-century.   

    Unfortunately, the very country that inspired and, 

despite its own lapses, helped foment this ―rights 

revolution‖ – the United States of America -- has been 

missing in action lately.  In a number of important areas 

our commitment to rights has waned and our attitude 

hardened.  

    For example, after years of struggling for and finally 

winning the right to organize, workers once again find the 

U.S. government colluding with industry to hinder their 

efforts to unionize both here and abroad.     

    And after decades of agitation to gain access to the 

ballot, poor minorities in growing numbers are being denied 

basic political rights, either because they once were 

convicted of a felony or because of shenanigans at the 

polling place. 

    And, as former President Jimmy Carter points out, since 

9/11 the United States has abrogated the 800 year-old 

precedent of habeus corpus, subjected terrorism suspects to 

torture, conducted warrantless searches of private citizens 

and opened huge private databases to government scrutiny.  

    Carter notes that the effect of these rollbacks on 

human rights extends far beyond our own borders.  People 

abroad complain to him that our government is setting a 

precedent that makes it easier for other regimes to curtail 

rights ―under the guise of fighting terrorism.‖   

    Nor is that all.  Contrary to the provisions of the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights, President Bush has 

made it clear that medical treatment for young children is 

a privilege, not a right.  And thanks to today‘s under-

regulated mortgage and lending market, the right to the 

―security of a home‖ – a right invoked by Franklin D. 

Roosevelt when he set up the Federal Housing Administration 

– is also in jeopardy.   



 7 

    One could go on, but you get the picture.  Despite all 

our eloquent constitutions, charters and declarations, as 

economic inequality increases and power becomes more 

concentrated we seem to be sliding back into the situation 

described by Thucydides where ―the strong do what they can 

and the weak suffer what they must.‖  This is the way David 

Korten puts it: 

 

A market without rules and borders increases the 

freedom of the biggest and most economically powerful 

players to become even bigger and more powerful at the 

expense of freedom and the right to self-determination 

of people and communities. 

 

    The troubled Southeast Asian nation of Myanmar provides 

a good example of the problem.  For a number of years now 

members of the international community – including the 

United States – have protested the draconian policies of 

Myanmarôs rulers.  Economic sanctions have been imposed, 

but neither the sanctions nor the protests have had much 

effect.  Why?  Well, one reason is an international oil 

company called Chevron whom the U.S. has exempted from 

observing its sanctions.  Chevronôs royalties help prop up 

the Myanmar regime and permit it to abrogate the rights of 

its citizens.      

    Nor is Myanmar an anomaly.  The collaboration of 

corporate interests with corrupt regimes has stalled reform 

and stymied human rights efforts in Sudan, Nigeria, 

Mozambique, Chile and many other nations.    

    Myanmar is currently in a crisis, but it‘s not one that 

affects us in any significant way.  That being the case, I 

suspect human rights don‘t rank very high on most 

American‘s list of concerns.  We haven‘t directly felt the 

long arm of government strangling our own freedom or 

interfering with our own pursuit of happiness.  Despite the 

Patriot Act and growing economic and environmental 

insecurity, as Americans most of us probably feel that our 

rights are secure.   

    And after all, the right we appear to care most about – 

property rights, the right to material acquisition – 

remains well protected.  What other rights do we really 

need – except perhaps the right to carry a concealed 

weapon?   

    But is this what it really means to be an American?  A. 

Powell Davies didn‘t think so, and fifty years ago he 

reminded his listeners that human rights should not be for 

us an after-thought.  We must insist, he said, on fair play 
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everywhere, not just within our own borders.  It should be 

something we take into consideration whenever we drive up 

to a filling station, purchase a pound of coffee, patronize 

a discount store, make an investment or support a 

congressional candidate.  As the world‘s most profligate 

consumers living in its most powerful nation we have the 

ability to make a noticeable difference.  

    And finally, let us never forget that the rights 

revolution is a relatively recent development.  There are 

no guarantees that it will continue.  If the U.S. economy 

stumbles badly, another terrorist attack occurs or a 

President becomes a little too paranoid, rights will once 

again belong only to the strong.   

    If you think that‘s an overstatement, study up on what 

has happened in the poor neighborhoods of New Orleans since 

hurricane Katrina.  Or think of the chilling effect 

Congress‘ recent condemnation of MoveOn.Org could have on 

other organizations opposed to futile, wasteful ―wars of 

choice.‖  

    We need more than a rhetoric of human rights.  We need 

people who are willing to carry the torch, dispel the 

darkness and light the way to new worlds of freedom.    

  

 


