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America will never be destroyed from the outside. If we falter and lose our 

freedoms, it will be because we destroyed ourselves.           ~ Abraham Lincoln 

 

Let Freedom Ring 
Our Free Country and Our Free Religion 

New England, specifically Boston, was the epicenter of the American Revolution as the colonists 

fought for independence from England and King George. Concurrently they fought for religious 

freedom from the Church of England. John Adams, our second President, was a Unitarian and his 

church in Braintree, MA, claims to be the very first Unitarian church in America, established 

in1750, fifteen years before “the shot heard round the world” officially started the American 
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Revolution. The first Universalist church was founded by John Murray in Gloucester in 1779, 

three years after we issued our Declaration of Independence. Both Unitarian and Universalist 

freethinkers were influential to the establishment of our free democracy.  
 

The Revolutionaries were afire with Enlightenment ideas which had taken hold in Europe in the 

1700s and landed in America with a bang. The key ideas of the Enlightenment were: 

• opposition to monarchy 

• separation of powers, i.e., government by distinct branches with checks and balances  

• liberty and individual rights 

• equality  

• free market capitalism 
  

In the 1700s, these were all novel ideas. The notion that free citizens could elect leaders and hold 

them accountable was a new way to think. So was the idea that free people could choose to 

ignore churches and have an individual connection, or no connection, to God. Not only does 

Enlightenment thought inspire our American Constitution, we can see echoes in our Seven 

Principles. Freedom is very dear to Unitarian Universalists. Yet as America turns 250, we may 

feel somewhat ambivalent about celebrating. We see our current government tilting toward 

authoritarianism, away from the freedom and democracy that defined the spirit of 1776. 

In this fraught time, people will need to challenge themselves to hold two opposing ideas at once. 

We have no trouble seeing our children as imperfect but we love them because they are ours. Can 

we love our imperfect country that same way no matter who is in the White House? Can we love 

the principles that America stands for even when they are abandoned at the highest level of 

government? Can we love freedom enough to insist on it as an American right?  
 

This issue of The USHer focuses on freedom. A sample of USH members tell us how they feel 

about freedom from oppression and authoritarianism of any kind, be it religious or political. 
 

 

Omar Acevedo: The American Dream is different for everyone and it 

should be. As Americans follow our individual dreams we create a very 

diverse society and that’s a great benefit to the nation. Growing up in 

Hartford, I was surrounded by other Puerto Ricans and I couldn’t wait to 

travel and see what the world was like. I still love travel but right now the 

freedom to travel is somewhat restricted. I have many European friends 

who don’t want to come here now. There’s a big birthday coming up next 

year and I decided to have it in Canada where there are no travel bans, no 

ICE. Sometimes while traveling I imagine living in other countries but after 

a couple of weeks there, I start to miss home. Even the landscape of New England calls to me.  
 

I’m kind of a history buff. One way to trace history is by following the idea of freedom. From 

the Greeks to the Enlightenment to the present, humanity has always been headed toward more 

freedom, even though it’s been a bumpy road. The American Revolutionaries put their lives on 

the line for freedom. They were trying to create something totally new, a democratic country. 

They had no idea if this American experiment would work but they were willing to commit 

treason, punishable by death, to find out.  
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I tend to be hopeful. I think that people who like to hurt other people will not come out on top. So 

250 years of freedom is definitely worth observing, even if we are not in a particularly 

celebratory mood now. The USA has certainly had moments of greatness and I take heart that 

there are many people now who are fighting for what is good.  

 

Laurie Kelliher: I’m a lifelong Unitarian, the daughter of two liberals, so 

I’ve always known religious freedom. When I was little, we lived in West 

Virginia and all of my friends went to some sort of Religious Education. Not 

wanting me to feel ostracized, my parents sent me to bible study, but I could 

tell they were not very serious about it. Once when I was in fourth grade I 

slept over at a friend’s house and we started talking about God. She went 

over and shut the door so her parents wouldn’t hear our conversation. At that  

moment I realized that not everyone was free to question religion. 
 

In 1976, my boyfriend and I went to D.C. for the Bicentennial celebration. I’ll never forget the 

excitement and festivities. The entire city was decked out in flags and bunting and there were 

throngs of people, huge crowds, all joyful, all celebrating our mother country. It was the summer 

of tall ships and fireworks and this incredible feeling of patriotism and love. Not one of us was 

concerned for our safety being in that teeming crowd. I’m worried now, 50 years later, that the 

freedom for that kind of unfettered jubilation has been stolen from our citizens. How will we 

recover trust in the government and each other? How will we come together as a United States? 

The people at the Bicentennial had different outlooks and beliefs but there was a tacit 

understanding that “we’re all in this together.” The crowds projected the sense of connection and 

community that lives at the heart of the interdependent web of all existence.  

Lu Giammatteo: I was raised Catholic by first generation Italians who 

were loving and, thankfully, quite liberal. We lived in New York State near 

Vassar college so I was exposed to a diverse community. I think I was born 

to be an activist because, even as a kid, it rankled me that women could not 

be priests and I could already feel a deep urge to “Do Something!”  

I grew up during the Vietnam War and I was not only anti-war, I was very 

pro-women’s rights. The Equal Rights Amendment would have guaranteed 

equality to all American citizens regardless of sex. Drafted in 1923 by 

suffragist Alice Paul, it finally got Congressional approval in 1972 but 

ultimately stalled in the states and was never passed. My disappointment didn’t stop my 

protesting and today there are even more things to protest. I’m a fixture at No Kings 

demonstrations and I rally for immigration reform and against ICE. I speak out; I contact local 

and national leaders. I never force my beliefs on anyone but I am clear about what I think is fair 

and good for the country. The USA has always been the land of opportunity but I see a lot of that 

shrinking. Even basics like clean air and water are not to be taken for granted today. USH is a 

steady support for me. I’m a yoga teacher and at the end of class, we say “Namaste,” meaning 

the divine in me greets the divine in you. I feel that way about all the people at USH.  
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Fred Louis: In 1967, I was at a huge demonstration in Central Park 

protesting the Vietnam war. Less than one year later I was an 

infantryman in Vietnam. That war was predicated on a lie; so was Iraq -- 

part of a very long list of government dishonesties. Wars are just one of 

innumerable horrors this country has committed. Sometimes government 

intervention even devolves to the absurd. Once when I was 

demonstrating with Veterans for Peace, the police took our American flag 

lest we use the flagpole as a weapon!  

 

On an aid caravan to Cuba in 1994, we were lobbying Congress 

members. While in DC, we went to a Black Baptist church. The preacher reminded us that when 

this country was founded, only white male landowners had the right to vote. He said the only 

way to change that was to take to the streets. He urged us to keep doing that. I do not take my 

freedom to vote for granted. 
 

I love my country. It’s an amazing land and a huge majority of its people are good. What I can’t 

abide is a government that too often falls to corruption and dishonesty at the expense of its 

citizens.  
  
I’ve had quite a spiritual journey and I’ve appreciated the freedom to follow my heart. I’m 

Jewish and for many years I lived near Woodstock, New York, where I participated in a Jewish 

congregation with a wonderful rabbi who was a true spiritual leader. I also have strong Buddhist 

leanings. In the ‘90s, the Omega Institute sponsored a series of weekend retreats especially for 

Vietnam vets led by the Vietnamese Buddhist monk, Thich Nhat Hanh. Those retreats had a 

healing effect on me. Maggie Greene, my wife, introduced me to USH in the late ‘90s and this is 

the only religious institution I have ever actually joined. This is my spiritual home where I am 

free to bring my Judaism, my Buddhism and myself.  

Miriam Byroade:  Quite a number of years ago, Rob Spector, a member 

of USH who is a judge, invited the youth group to attend a Naturalization 

Ceremony. I went along and it surprised me by being one of the most 

patriotic experiences I’ve ever had. It touched me deeply that these people 

wanted so badly to have something I took for granted—being an American 

citizen. I was very moved and I don’t think I can ever look at citizenship 

the same way again. 

I am a Bicentennial baby. When I was born there was celebrating all 

around, both for my birth and the birth of our country. I am proud of my country but not so sure I 

feel like celebrating the 250th.  Our government is currently a mess from the top down and I see 

basic freedoms being cut back or disappearing altogether. Our family has been lucky in many 

ways but even as privileged white people we feel the pinch. It’s terribly tricky to get good health 

insurance. In our modern society, health insurance should be a right. The price of a college 

education is beyond most people. Kids graduate with huge debts. Incomes are decreasing or 

staying the same while inflation drives prices up. Europeans have technology that protects their 

privacy but I feel like we are being surveilled all the time. There is an ever-growing gap between 

the rich and the poor while the middle class is shrinking. In spite of all this, I think our founders 

had a powerful vision, one they themselves could not live up to, but they laid out their 

aspirations clearly. They left the language of our founding documents open enough so that 
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America has survived and thrived for 250 years. Although our crude behavior lately has alienated 

our allies, there are still Naturalization Ceremonies and that give me hope.  
 

I was brought up Episcopal but I found my way to YRUU youth group (Young Religious UUs) at 

the Fern Street church in my teens. Later I was a member of the Manchester church (UUSE) and 

I’ve made my home here at USH for many years. UUism is a great fit for me and my kids, 

offering both a strong community and freedom of belief. 

Gloria Mengual: I have always worked for non-profits that have a high 

degree of empathy so when I started coming to USH, it felt right—like a 

warm, non-judgmental environment, accepting of differences. I was not in a 

good place back then. My mother had died, I was newly divorced, I had 

breast cancer and my only kid had left the nest. The support I found here 

was great. I kept the knitted quilt that the Caring Committee gave me and, 

even now, I pull it out when I feel down, cover myself, and still feel the 

support. 

The quiet time I spend in church on Sundays is one of the most rejuvenating things in my week. 

Being among these people, simply looking at the woodwork and the beauty of the sanctuary 

helps my “monkey mind” to settle down. The freedom to worship as we please is part of the 

American Dream. My idea of that dream is to live in a world where there is plenty to go around, 

no one is wanting and there is room for a variety of perspectives and lifestyles. Rather than black 

and white thinking, I prefer to live in a gray zone where nothing is ever completely ‘bad.’ For 

many years I have facilitated conversations between people with opposing views and I’ve seen 

deep listening help people alter their perspectives. During the past 250 years, horrible things 

have been done by Americans, but I am convinced that if we can really listen to each other, 

reflect and learn, this country will shift toward justice again.  

Rev. Bob Janis:  “Freedom” has got to be, for many of us, one of the most 

evocative words in the English language. It speaks of possibility and 

authenticity, of historic progress and fulfillment – or, admittedly, it might 

speak to some of the braggadocio of governments. Either way, it’s a 

powerful word. 

In my two-part sermon series on freedom leading up to July 4th, I start with 

the personal side of freedom. Though Independence Day is a national 

holiday, for many of us there is a personal touch to it: like our country, we, 

too, are yearning for freedom. Bruce Springsteen makes this connection 

explicit in his classic song “Independence Day”. The song is a haunting missive aimed at the 

protagonist’s father, as the son leaves the family home. Here’s a sample of the lyrics: 

“Now, I don't know what it always was with us 

We chose the words, and yeah, we drew the lines 

There was just no way this house could hold the two of us 

I guess that we were just too much of the same kind 

 

Well, say goodbye, it's Independence Day 

It's Independence Day, all boys must run away 
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So say goodbye, it's Independence Day 

All men must make their way come Independence Day.” 

In the song, the singer declares his independence from his father, and claims his own path in life. 

Yet he also knows, wherever he travels on the earth, there will be connection between the two 

men. Both are trying to make their way in a world where the odds often feel stacked against 

them. The protagonist and his father were brought together for a time, fellow travelers in their 

nation, in their troubled town, and in their own family. 
 

Maybe you, at some point and in some fashion, declared independence from your own family. Or 

maybe you never did. Either way, I’m curious about your thoughts on freedom. Personal freedom 

has a sense of boundless opportunity, of doing whatever we want – and at the same time there is 

the sense of calling, this idea of following the one path that is most authentic, the one path that 

we might say, we are destined for. 
 

Nowhere is this paradox of calling and boundless opportunity more evident than in Pride month. 

The idea that people choose to be gay, lesbian, bisexual or queer – or, for that matter, choose to 

be straight – seems ridiculous to many of us. As Lady Gaga puts it, “baby, I was born this way.” 

There is a sense of freedom in Pride, but in many ways, it is not exactly a freedom to “do 

anything” – though most of us may embrace a libertine stage, especially when we’re young and 

bold. It’s more a freedom to follow our one authentic path (or perhaps, one of a few different 

paths, all of which are authentic). 
 

Are we free to be whoever we want to be? Or, are we free to be only ourselves? Or both? We’ll 

explore this further in the two-part sermon series, “Freedom and Calling.” But you can answer 

the question for yourself. 

~ 

 

 

The Connecticut Tourism 

Department has an excellent 

guide to 250th events throughout 

the state. Go to 

CTvisit.com/ct250 
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Some Light Humor for Dark Times 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The USHer is a quarterly publication of the Unitarian Society of Hartford, edited by Judy 

Robbins. You can read this and all past issues at the USH website: http://hartforduu.org   

The USHer wants your feedback, comments, suggestions and your contributions! Send pictures 

of your artwork, your hobbies, your gardens or other creative endeavors. We welcome sketches, 

short poems and article ideas. Email to Judy Robbins at USHerEditor@gmail.com  

How this issue was created: the congregants featured in this issue were given some questions to 

think about by Editor Judy Robbins, and then interviewed, mostly in person. Judy took their 

words, transcribed them, sent them back for edits and comments, and then published their stories. 

Those interviewed found the process enjoyable, relaxed and free of pressure. If you have 

something to say but prefer to talk about it rather than write, contact USHerEditor@gmail.com 
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