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 When I first moved to the mid-Hudson valley, I had no idea how 

beautiful it was. I continue to marvel at its beauty. I go to the river when I 

need of collect myself, to find calm and relaxation. Sometimes I go for just five 

minutes. At other times, I can enjoy the river for an hour sitting alone near 

Bard’s Rock at the Vanderbilt.  

 I also didn’t know the history that was here. The Roosevelts, both 

Franklin and Eleanor, the Vanderbilts, and more of lesser renown. Last Friday, 

I got to participate in the history of this valley in a small way. I participated in 

Small Places Close to Home, the annual celebration of Human Rights Day at 

the Henry Wallace Center at the FDR Presidential Library. This year was the 

70th anniversary of the United Nation’s “Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights”. 

 The declaration of Human Rights was approved during the 1948 

gathering of the United Nations General Assembly, in Paris. It delineated a 

common standard of fundamental human rights for all peoples of the world. 

These rights were to be universally protected by all nations. These rights have 

been translated into more than 500 languages. Eleanor Roosevelt played a 

significant role in their adoption. 
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 While Eleanor played a significant role, FDR played a foundational role 

in their conception and creation. In his 1941 address to Congress, following 

his third election to the presidency, Roosevelt laid out his argument as to why 

the US should continue to supply aide and military support to Great Britain. 

Much of Europe had already been overtaken by German forces. Great Britain 

was vulnerable.  

FDR built his message around four fundamental freedoms. He named 

them: the freedom of speech, the freedom of worship, the freedom from want 

and the freedom from fear. These four freedoms would go on to undergird 

America’s war efforts and be a beacon of hope during the years to follow. 

His notion of four fundamental freedoms became the foundation for the 

United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights seven years later. At 

the end of WWII, the world came together to endeavor to never again endure 

such atrocities. 18 members from various cultural and religious backgrounds 

formed a drafting committee chaired by Eleanor Roosevelt.  After two years of 

work, 30 freedoms were named as a road map to guarantee the rights of 

everyone. It passed with 8 abstentions but not a single “no” vote.  

 

Last Friday, some 200 people gathered at the Wallace Center to hear 

speakers and to explore the four freedoms. Among those gathered were two 
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classes from the Poughkeepsie middle school. I led one of the four workshops 

where people shared their thoughts and beliefs, in efforts to understand and 

define each freedom. Their ultimate task was to propose two actionable 

recommendations for local and state leaders. 

 I want to share some of the recommendations from the program with 

you. The Freedom of Expression states: everyone has the right to freedom of 

opinion and expression, without interference; to seek, receive and impart 

information and ideas through any media… 

 The group made recommendations regarding transparency in social 

media and talked about assurances in how data is used. These rights have 

remained viable over many years. 

 Freedom from Fear expresses the right to seek and enjoy, in other 

countries, asylum from persecution.  Recommendations included a focus on 

educating “self” as a means of moving through fear. The group also spoke 

about what they experienced as everyday issues that they were afraid of: 

“walking down the street as a person of color with fear of being raped or 

assaulted.” And “having immigrant rights of asylum taken away from us”. 

 

Freedom from Want states the right to a standard of living adequate for 

health and wellbeing, including food, clothing, housing and medical care.  
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The group that focused on Freedom from Want recommended integrating the 

school district in Dutchess County. They sought more diversity and an 

integrated population. They recommended services to address bias. 

 The fourth group focused on Freedom of Worship. Freedom of Worship 

expresses the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; the right 

includes freedom to change one’s religion or belief, and the freedom to 

manifest his religion or belief in teaching, practice, worship and observance. 

The group fairly quickly expanded the meaning to include Freedom 

FROM religion. There was an interesting conversation discussing who gets to 

decide what the “TRUE” meaning of a given faith belief is.  

Is it the one who espouses the belief or the one who interprets what is 

heard, read or seen?  Obvious examples included “evangelicals” and Muslims. 

Both are, live issues, in our society today. Some time was spent on the impact 

of people’s preconditioned reactions to particular words. And the impact such 

assumptions can lead to. 

For example, how do we accept a religion that “espouses” violence? 

And/or does it espouse violence or is it perceived to espouse violence? 

 At times, the discussion struck me as one a group of UUs might have; 

and there were UUs in the room. Who gets to decide the “true” meaning of a 

religious belief? Who gets to decide whether a particular belief system is 
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oppressive, unkind or malevolent? Or good, noble and worthy? Who gets to 

decide what is a religion; what is a belief system? 

And if we decide a religious belief system is contrary to our own beliefs, 

have we just abridged someone’s right to freedom of thought, conscience and 

their right to practice their beliefs? Have we violated their universal rights? 

Could we support their spiritual growth and search for truth and meaning? 

Would they be accepted among us…a friendly, welcoming community? 

One might think that universal rights, espoused 70 years ago, would be 

established and well accepted by now. One might think that! Truth is, those 30 

fundamental human rights are being violated every day, all around the world. 

I dare say, they may be being violated by us, here in this space. 

Perhaps it’s our human nature that predisposes us to see the speck in 

another’s eye, while we ignore the log in our own? Perhaps it’s human nature 

to demand our own rights be honored while we are stingy in accepting 

another’s. Perhaps, it’s just human nature to honor those who are like us and 

to not recognize the rights of those who are different.  Perhaps, it’s just the 

way things are. 

After all, 70 years later, the world has not learned how to honor the 

fundamental human rights of others. After all, the country that became known 

for its freedoms…the right of free speech, the right to assemble, the right to 



Rev. Walter LeFlore Born Free and Equal  6 

vote, the right of privacy…just doesn’t do a very good job of honoring 

fundamental rights.  

A fellow who spoke at the conference, representing the UN, 

acknowledged that the world has not done a very good job of honoring the 30 

fundamental human rights. While he acknowledged the need to do better, he 

said we have made progress; that those delineated human rights are 

aspirational and we can not give up on trying to make them more visibly real. 

We must remain hopeful, and diligent. 

I am reminded of Unitarian Universalism. I am reminded of the Catholic 

Church. I am reminded of the United States of America and it’s Bill of Rights. I 

am reminded of my own biases and failings. And if I remember correctly, I 

have seen a speck in an eye or two. 

We are all human…with frailties, fears and hurtful experiences. We are a 

world of different belief systems, of different cultures, languages and histories.  

It’s because of these differences that we need a list of Universal Human 

Rights. We need to be reminded that those rights exist. And we need various 

mechanisms to monitor and enforce the honoring of those rights. We need to 

help one another. 

Maybe we as Unitarian Universalist should have a heart-to-heart confab 

and honestly talk about just what does Unitarian Universalism mean to me? 
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How does Unitarian Universalism help me to live as if there are universal 

Human Rights? How do my own beliefs get in the way of me acting like others 

have basic human rights? And how does our faith tradition, our principles and 

covenants help or hinder us as we engage the world and its people around us, 

both those near and far? 

And perhaps we should begin those conversations with ourselves while 

figuratively looking at ourselves in the mirror?  

I am ever hopeful that such conversations, both with ourselves and 

those with other UUs, would be helpful in grounding us in this faith tradition. 

Would be helpful in orienting our thinking, seeing and behavior in a way that 

reinforces our espoused values, principles and aspirations. 

I am ever hopeful that as a people, we have the ability to truly honor the 

fundamental human rights of each other and those with other belief systems 

and ways of living. I believe our seven principles aim us in that direction.  

I believe if we were to endeavor to utilize our principles, we could not 

help but make significant progress in support of fundamental human rights 

around the world, and by extension the environment we all share.  

Just for fun, we can practice with one another! And may we get better 

and better in the doing! 

Amen 


