
Confessions of a White Liberal Minister
May 7, 2017
Roger Fritts 

Unitarian Universalist Church of Sarasota

I confess. All my life I have benefitted from white privilege. I have taken advantage of privileges
that benefit people identified as white. Often I am not even aware of these advantages, unless
someone points them out to me. 

I grew up in Phoenix, Arizona in the 1950s. My parents taught me that racism was wrong. They
taught me to treat everyone equally despite skin color. A few of my teachers and fellow student
were Hispanic or Asian. However, as a child I had almost no contact, no connection, and no
understanding of the lives of Native Americans or African Americans.

In spite of my parents, the America of the 1950s influenced me. In classes we learned how white
European males took control of what became the United States. Some kids in school used racial
slurs. When I watched television shows like My Three Sons, Leave It to Beaver, and Father
Knows Best, I saw only white people. In the westerns the good guys wore white hats, the bad
guys wore black. Jesus in the movie Ben Hur was a white man with red hair. Dwight Eisenhower
lived in a White House. The only nude women I saw were photos of African women in National
Geographic Magazine. All of this communicated to me a message of white superiority.

To correct this perspective, when I was fifteen, my Unitarian Universalist church sent me to a
week long camp for high school age kids. The National Conference of Christians and Jews ran it.
Today we would call it anti racism training, or anti oppression training. With guidance from
adults of different ethnic, racial and religious backgrounds, we spent hours hearing stories and
talking about the civil rights issues of the mid 1960s. I met Black ministers, Hispanic Priests and
a Rabbi. Out of the experience I got to know Liz Ragsdale. 

Her father was Lincoln Ragsdale. He was a former Tuskegee Airman, a leader in the
Phoenix-area Civil Rights Movement and a member of the Unitarian Universalist Church. Liz
was my first African American friend, and she educated me about her life and about white
privilege. Together we were in the Unitarian high school youth group. We attended the same high
school and we both attended Arizona State University. The lessons she taught me about race
stayed with me. 

Serving as a white liberal minister for 39 years, I have tried to create and sustain friendships with
persons of color. In my first congregation in Lexington, Kentucky, I worked with a coalition of
churches to investigate violations of fair housing laws in the rental and the sale of real estate. By
proving discrimination we got the Board of Realtors to agree to training and enforcement of
existing laws. 

In my second church I helped found a local chapter of the National Association of Christians and
Jews. 



In my third church members of my congregation join in monthly conversations with African
Americans in the community. I also arranged for a speech in the church by the civil rights leader
Julian Bond.

In my fourth church in Bethesda I joined with others in creating a multi racial congregation
dedicated to making the community a better place. I was honored to have in my congregation
Marcela McGee, an African American woman. Her husband, the Rev. Lewis McGee, was the
first African American called to serve as a minister of a Unitarian Universalist Church. In my
Bethesda church I hired an African American minister, Archine Turner, as our youth minister.
After my departure from Bethesda, I strongly encouraged a Unitarian Universalist minister from
India to apply for the position. The congregation called Abhi to replace me in Bethesda as the
church's senior minister. Many of you will remember that when Abhi was in Clearwater, we
often had him visit us in Sarasota. He was always well received

In the 39 years I have served as a minister I have seen positive changes in Unitarian
Universalism. I served on the board of my Unitarian Universalist Seminary, Starr King School,
and I saw it go from a faculty of all white males, to a seminary with an African-American woman
President. 

Over the past 39 years I saw our national organization, the Unitarian Universalist Association, go
from an organization led by white males Presidents to the election of an African American,
William Sinkford, in 2001, and the election of a Hispanic President, Peter Morales in 2009.
During his time as President Morales made significant changes in the UUA staff. 

When Peter took office the Association was divided into 19 districts. For example we were the
Florida District of the UUA. Each district had an annual meeting where a board was elected. The
board interviewed and hired staff. District boards made the final hiring decisions, not UUA staff.
Using this process, No persons of color served on the program staff of any district. None. 

Over the past seven years the hiring process shifted from district boards to the UUA staff. Since
the UUA has made the hiring decisions, there have been fourteen hires. Of those fourteen, six
have been people of color. In other words under Peter Morales' leadership, the number of persons
of color went from none to six.

Simultaneously UUA staff overall went from 14 percent people of color in 2008 to 20 percent
today. This is in an association where 98 percent of us identified as white. In other words, during
Peter's Presidency the staff of the UUA become far more diverse than the membership of our
congregations.

Under Peter's leadership the UUA did away with districts and replaced them with five "Regions."
The regional staff provides services to churches. In our case we have received help starting our
branch ministry in Lakewood Ranch. The UUA calls the head of the regional staff the "Regional
Lead." The five regions are headed by five ministers, two are women and three are men. All are
white persons with European ancestors. 



A few months ago the Rev. Kenn Hurto, Regional Lead for the Southern Region that stretches
from Texas to Florida to Virginia, announced his retirement. In March the UUA announced his
replacement, Rev. Andy Burnette, another white male with European ancestors. 

A few days later President Peter Morales went to a meeting in Baltimore, an annual retreat hosted
by the UUA for Unitarian Universalist religious professionals of color, first held in 2011, a
retreat created during Peter's tenure as UUA President. As he arrived, making reference to the
fact that his eight year term was schedule to end June 24, Peter wrote on Facebook, "I am
attending the annual ‘Finding Our Way Home' gathering of religious professionals of color.
There are about 100 people here. What a joy to see the way this group has grown. It is such a
blessing to be with these colleagues and to meet new ones. This will be the last time I attend. I
am going to miss these gatherings." This turned out to be the last entry that Peter posted on
Facebook as UUA President. 

Chris Rivera —director of administration and finance at the Unitarian Universalist Church in
Charlottesville, Virginia, and a member of the UUA Board of Trustees was at the Baltimore
meeting. She had applied for the "Regional Lead" position. She was upset that Rev. Andy
Burnette, who is also a member of the UUA Board of Trustees, had gotten the job. She claimed
that she did not get the job because "being Latina, a woman and a religious educator rendered her
‘not the right fit' for UUA upper level management."

The UUA staff who made the hiring decision, Scott, Harlan and Peter, have not made public the
names of the people who applied. The résumés, the notes from interviews, and the notes from
conversations with references are all confidential. People who applied for the position expect that
all of this will be kept confidential, and the UUA staff have kept that promise. So I have not
reviewed the résumés of those who applied. I have not interviewed then. I have not talked to their
references. I do not know whether or not Andy or Chris was more qualified for the position, and I
offer no opinion.

Others have not shown such restraint. The UUA Board of Trustees received many emails and
letters. One of those emails—a letter signed by 121 Unitarian Universalist ministers and other
religious professionals—said that "the practice of hiring white people nearly to the exclusion of
hiring people of color is alarming and not indicative of the communal practice to which our faith
calls us."

Peter Morales responded saying "None of us is above criticism. Each of us should be
accountable. However, I wish I were seeing more humility and less self righteousness, more
thoughtfulness and less hysteria." 

People who objected to Andy's hiring, did not like being called self righteous or hysterical. They
responded with more e-mails. 

Unwilling to break the rules of confidentiality with regard to the hiring process, on April 1, Peter
resigned, saying "It is clear to me that I am not the right person to lead our Association as we
work together to create the processes and structures that will address our shortcomings and build



the diverse staff we all want." Peter is the first UUA President to resign before completing his
term in the history of the Association. Several stories appeared in the media.

A case can be made that Peter would have served the association better, if he had stuck it out
until the end of his term in June. However, Peter had become a lame-duck President. I suspect
that the UUA Board of Trustees was no longer seriously considering his views. My guess is that
this, combined with the angry criticism over the decision to hire Andy Burnette, led to his sudden
resignation.  If we are not treated with basic respect, all of us have the right to walk away from a
job.

Five days after Peter's departure my friend, Rev. Harlan Limpert, the UUA's Chief Operating
Officer, also resigned. Rev. Scott Tayler the Director of Congregational Life, who oversees the
Regional field staff and decided to hire Andy, has resigned effective June 30. Andy decided not
to accept the position and will stay in his current church in Chandler, Arizona. 

I know that to express a view contrary to the received opinion, to disagree the widespread
emerging consensus can be dangerous. However, I do not agree with the criticisms of Peter,
Harlan and Scott. Because of rules of confidentially regarding job searches, these three are unable
to defend themselves by explaining the hiring decision. Nevertheless, I know all three. I know
they are all committed to ending racism. Indeed, Peter has gone to jail protesting racism. 

He was arrested in Phoenix in the summer of 2010 protesting Arizona's tough immigration law.
In 2013 he was arrested and spent a night in jail in Washington, D.C., during a demonstration in
front of the United States Capitol calling on Congress to pass compassionate immigration reform.
In the fall of 2016, Peter joined with hundreds of clergy of various faiths protesting the Dakota
Access oil pipeline in southern North Dakota. Peter said the pipeline "is a textbook case of
marginalizing minority communities in the drive to increase fossil fuel supplies." I do not
consider the resignation of our first Latino President--a man from San Antonio, Texas whose
initial language was Spanish, whose mother was of Mexican-American heritage, whose father
was an immigrant from Spain--a victory for anti racism or anti oppression.

Long ago the Unitarians and the Universalists rejected the Christian idea of original sin, based on
the story of Adam and Eve following the advice of the snake and eating from the fruit tree,
disobeying God and being cast out pf paradise. In contrast, we teach that when a child is born she
or he is not inherently corrupt or depraved but born with the potential for both good and evil. It
all depends on how we are raised. 

Still, for many in the Unitarian Universalist culture, white privilege has become a new original
sin. White privilege is the sin with which we, who have light skin pigmentation, are born. It has
become a cliché to say that white privilege is "the water we swim in." I think it is likely that as
long as I live in the United States, I will never be free of this sin. I will always have the unfair
advantage of white privilege. 

However, I am not comfortable with Unitarian Universalism being called a white supremacist
organization. This has been happening during the past month. 



The UUA bylaws call the chair of the UUA Board of Trustees the "Moderator." Our current
Moderator is Jim Key, an unpaid volunteer and a widely respected leader of our association. 

According Jim, "the term white supremacist once referred exclusively to individuals and
organizations that openly espoused the superiority of white people. In recent years the term has
come to refer to a culture, or a social narrative that places the needs, desires, stories, well-being,
and the very lives of white people over and above those of people of color."

I am not comfortable with this second sentence, a new definition of while supremacist. Using this
new definition, some Unitarian Universalists are calling the UUA a white supremacist
organization.

I respectfully disagree. I know many of the people who work on the staff of the UUA. Some I
have known for over 40 years. Not one of them places the needs of white people above the needs
of people of color. 

• In the world that I live in, it is widely accepted that the phrase "white supremacist" is
appropriate to describe Dylann Roof who took the lives of nine persons at an
African-American church in Charleston, South Carolina. 

• I the world that I live in, the Anti-Defamation League calls Neo-Nazis and the Ku Klux
Klan white supremacists.

• In the world that I live in, the Southern Poverty Law Center calls Aryan Nations a white
supremacist organization. 

In the world that I live in, neither the Anti-Defamation League nor the Southern Poverty Law
Center call Unitarian Universalists white supremacists. 

Calling the UUA a white supremacist organization is not consistent with the common use of the
words. It is also self destructive. If our goal is to attract more persons of color to Unitarian
Universalism, how many new persons of color do we expect to attract by announcing that the
UUA is a white supremacist organization? 

I have benefitted from white privilege. I freely confess it. I am aware of my white privilege every
day of my life. However, I believe that a fair examination of my life will show that I am not
guilty of white supremacy. In this respect I can understand the resignation of my friends,
Morales, Limpert and Taylor. I imagine they were subject to e-mails, blogs and Facebook
postings saying that they are white supremacists. When I hear these good people called white
supremacists, I feel of angry and sad. I know these three ministers. They have worked all their
adult lives to combat racism. 

After the resignations, the UUA board appointed three persons to replace Peter Morales until the
election of a new President in June. Rev. Sofía Betancourt, the Rev. William G. Sinkford, and
Leon Spencer are all good people and they have my best wishes.



I will go to the annual meeting of our Association in June to participate and to learn. As far as I
know, no event will be held to thank Peter, Harlan and Scott for their years of service to the
UUA. In Peter's words, "I would rather have a root canal than go to the General Assembly." So,
because there will be no formal thank you, I want to say it here. 

Peter Morales, Harlan Limpert and Scott Taylor are good decent people. They have my thanks
and my appreciation for their outstanding service to the Unitarian Universalist movement. 


