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Dangerous Words

At the end of Unity Church’s Executive Team retreat in August, we took a moment to reflect on the
conversation we had over three days, informed by our reading of Dougald Hine’s 2022 book At Work in the
Ruins. Reflecting on the retreat felt like surfacing after along swim in turbulent water; to dwell “in the
ruins” as an extended metaphor for religious life in 2025 felt challenging, fatiguing and uncertain, even as
it was a jumping off point for hope and energy for what we will build together.

The retreat was a chance to start to unpack Unity's new Ends Statements, the three statements the
congregation and your board articulated last spring to answer the question, “What difference will Unity
Church make, and to who?” Every five years we articulate new ends, laying out the direction we will go
together. The language of this iteration of the ends, written in the months after the 2024 election, jumps
off the page. Time after time, the board and congregation chose the most complicated, weighty, even
dangerous words in their theological vocabulary: yoke, transform, evangelize, joy, broken open. This is a
weighty moment in the world, and the message the Executive Team heard from the congregation was
that we would use our language to reflect and meet the moment.

At Work in the Ruins describes the spiritual, moral, and economic crisis of the early 21st century. The
certainties that the last 80 years of civic life have been built on (economic expansion, moral progress,
open borders, low regulation, trust in institutions) are crumbling around us, and the task of moral people
in this moment is to chart an alternative path, or story, that will carry us into whatever comes next. In his
text After Virtue, Alastair Maclntyre describes the task of religious communities in an earlier era of societal
uncertainty and collapse this way:

A crucial turning point in that earlier history occurred when men and women of good will turned
aside from the task of shoring up the [empire]| and ceased to identify the continuation of civility
and moral community with the maintenance of [empire].

What they set themselves to achieve instead—often not recognizing fully what they were doing
—was the construction of new forms of community within which the moral life could be
sustained...

This is what Dougald Hine describes as the “small path,” an alternative narrative about how to live a
moral life, critiquing and stepping outside the dominant narrative of power-over, resource extraction,
genocide and hatred.

Words carry weight in 2025. The power of dangerous words to affect the world is no longer hidden—
surely contemporary politics in America show us the power of words to feed hatred and division. But if
words are dangerous because they can so often collude with power to buttress systems of oppression and
extraction, they can be equally dangerous to those systems, by offering a critique of the world as itis and
pointing us toward the world as it could be. In an era of dangerous words, we are not going to be afraid to
use ours.

Over the next ten months, our worship themes will draw on the dangerous words of our ends statements:
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September: Dangerous Words February: Evangelize Love

October: To Yoke Ourselves March: Abiding Hunger
November: Interconnected Roots April: Joyful Visions
December: Cultivating Faith May: Belonging

January: Break Open June/July: Transformation

Our theme for September, “Dangerous Words,” serves as an overture of a sort, introducing ideas and
voices that we will return to throughout the year. In worship, we will hear from our new Hallman
Ministerial Intern, Amy Brunell, our acting Minister of Congregational Care, Rev. Shay MacKay, and the
minister of our partner church in Homorodszentpeter, Rev. Kinga-Réka Székely. In small groups, we will
start to consider the possibility of engaging with language that challenges us, even as it challenges the
dominant narrative of power and oppression. And we will attend to our spiritual practices, finding and
keeping our balance for this work.

I'll end this column, and begin this year, with the most dangerous word in our Ends Statements: Joy. To be
joyful in 2025 is to reject the nihilism and pessimism of so much of the world around us. Joy is not the
same as happiness — it is an orientation of the spirit, not a passing emotional reaction to external events.
As we go through this year, holding weighty, dangerous words, we must also practice and cultivate joy.
When we surface for a long discussion of the ruins, we take a moment to pause, notice each other and the
delight of poet T. De Los Reyes: “But here I am, still alive in this broken world, daring to still love it despite
everything. Can I do it? Here is my heart, it is whispering: oh but we must, we must.”

Rev. Dr. Oscar Sinclair and this month’s Theme Team.

Unity Ends Statements (new 2025)

We the people of Unity Church-Unitarian, grounded in a joyous vision of beloved community, within,
among, and beyond ourselves:
e understand the interconnected roots of oppression and yoke ourselves to the demands, sacrifices,
and hard work of antiracism, multiculturalism, and climate and economic justice;
® cultivate a multigenerational community of joy, care, and belonging, and evangelize love to meet
the deep and abiding hunger in all of us;
e practice lifelong faith formation, grounded in Unitarian Universalist theology, that breaks us open
and allows us to be transformed.
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Spiritual Practices

Spiritual practices are the habits in our lives that center us, open our attention more fully, and nurture our
connections to something larger than ourselves. A practice becomes spiritual when done with attention,
intention, and repetition. At Unity, members are asked to develop a spiritual practice to help us find and
keep our balance. Spiritual practices can be simple, like a walk in the woods, or structured, like tai chi.
Here are theme-related practices that may hold possibilities for you.

Option A
Contemplation
Consider one of the “dangerous” words or phrases in the Unity Ends Statements. Find a quiet place and

spend at least five minutes contemplating what this word or phrase means to you; how you would explain
this word or phrase to a friend or family member; and what this word suggests you might do to bring
about positive change in yourself or the world around you.

Option B

Creativity

Pick an artistic form (drawing, sewing, singing, poetry, etc.) and create something that reflects one of the
“dangerous” words from the Unity Ends statements. Consider how this word makes you feel; how it
inspires you to bring about change; how it might be viewed by others.

Option C

Give Me a Word

“In ancient times, wise men and women fled out into the desert to find a place where they could be fully
present to the divine and to their own inner struggles at work within them,” writes Christine Valters
Paintner. “The desert was a threshold place where you emerged different than when you entered.”

“Many people followed these ammas and abbas, seeking their wisdom and guidance for a meaningful life.
One tradition was to ask for a word—this word or phrase would be something on which to ponder for
many days, weeks, months, sometimes a whole lifetime. This practice is connected to lectio divina, where
we approach the sacred texts with the same request— ‘give me a word’ we ask—something to nourish
me, challenge me, a word I can wrestle with and grow into. The word which chooses us has the potential
to transform us.”

Listen for a word or phrase that will guide you this week, this month, or even through this year. Listen in
the stillness, to sacred texts, to your life, to dreams, to nature, to your body, to soul friends, to the
ancestors and wise ones. The word might come from reading a poem or story. It might come from an
unexpected source, a line from a conversation, or an image you stumble upon that seizes your
imagination. It might come from the Unity Ends Statements.

The word is something that shimmers for you, calling to you, beckoning you, urging you to pay closer
attention. Sometimes what shimmers is challenging, but we know that wrestling with it will yield
something bigger in our lives. Sometimes what shimmers invokes wonder and awe.
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When your word has arrived, simply hold it in your heart, turning it over and over, pondering, but not
analyzing. Give it space within you to speak. Let it unfold slowly. Consider writing about it, and/or
sharing some of your reflections as you check in during Chalice Circle this year.

For the quotations above and more on this practice, see Abbey of the Hearts blog
and Give Me a Word: The Promise of an Ancient Practice to Guide Your Year by Christine Valters Paintner,
Broadleaf Books, 2025.

A Option D
'f/ Pa iy All Our All Our Fullness Spiritual Practice

: {c ) Fu l l ness A two-and-a-half year old had some irregularities in his blood
\ ’f

,: I \ "’/ | Creatingthe which necessitated seve.ral scary and painful lab visits. O'ne day
-y g Ever-Widening Circle when he was angry at his older brother, he lashed out with the
\mg”% of Belonging worst thing he could think of to call him, and said, “You
clotting factor you!”
Have you experienced having words used against you, that on their own may mean one thing, but when
weaponized mean something else entirely? How did you handle it? Tell us your story! Follow this link and
use the All Our Fullness form to submit it.

Spread Over Us Your Canopy of Peace (Sabbath Blessing) Jackie Olenick
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https://abbeyofthearts.com/blog/category/give-me-a-word/
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Give_Me_a_Word/dd9BEQAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1&dq=Give+Me+a+Word:+The+Promise+of+an+Ancient+Practice+to+Guide+Your+Year,&pg=PT2&printsec=frontcover
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSd4h_S0JiOQaaKbxD04RAVnOzs4QM0zvtzsX7vdy6Q2d7MnQA/viewform
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSd4h_S0JiOQaaKbxD04RAVnOzs4QM0zvtzsX7vdy6Q2d7MnQA/viewform

Questions to Ponder

Unitarian Universalism doesn’t have all the answers, but considering questions is one way for you to

think about our faith and develop your own understanding of it. Read through the questions and mark

which ones resonate with you or stir resistance in you, either reaction may lead to fruitful consideration.

Choose one and take time to reflect on it over several days, perhaps writing it down and carrying it with

you. How did you respond to the question? What did you learn? Where did it lead you?

Questions

1.

How do you articulate your faith? Are words complicated and unclear, or are you able to break
open your words of faith to explain transformation?

How does our society use words to cover up the truth? How can we gain back the real meaning of
such words?

What word(s) do you think are important for Unitarian Universalists to reclaim or proclaim and
incorporate into our actions for making a better and more just world?

Why do you think it was important for the Board to select these “dangerous” words for Unity’s
new Ends statements? What makes the words “dangerous“? How do “dangerous” words move you
to explore and implement each End?

What are your personal dangerous words? Why are they dangerous to you?

Which words from your political, social, familial, ethnic background have you found difficult,
problematic, dangerous? How have you chosen to use or not use them?

When have the words of a poem, or a novel, or a story, or a scripture, or a person been
dangerous/challenging/transformative for you?

What is your question? Your question may not be listed above. As always, if the above questions don’t

name what life is asking of you now, spend the month listening to your heart to hear what your question

definition is.
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Inspiration

Recommended Resources
For Personal Exploration & Reflection
Here you will find a variety of optional resources to help you take a deeper dive into and engage with the

worship theme, in order to inspire thinking and open you to new insights. As you browse the packet,

engage with those that hold meaning for you and one or two that may feel challenging.

Theme Definition

We commonly use “dangerous” to signify harmful or
hurtful, but this month we are using it to carry the
nuance of significantly uncertain, vulnerable,
serious, or liable to effect change.

When we speak of “dangerous words,” we speak of
words that have the power to transform, to alter our
fundamental being or perspective. Dangerous words
often need to be reclaimed from misuse or
appropriation in the name of some power.
Dangerous words frequently stir our emotions and
our resistance, rather than evoking our curiosity. But
words of power can create as well as destroy or
harm, and curiosity allows us to feel them in our
mouths and in our hearts both as unfamiliar (alien)
and as opportunity to expand our personal
boundaries.

“Dangerous” is from Old French dangereus
(threatening, difficult); from Vulgar Latin
dominarium (power of a lord); from Latin dominus
(lord, master); and in Chinese, wei xian (danger)also
indicates tension or conflict.

Synonyms:

unreliable — as precarious or fallible
perilous — as in serious, grave, severe
hazardous — as unprotected or undefended
precarious — as uncertain or shifting
exposed — as in vulnerable

Antonyms: minor, negligible, trivial,
inconsequential, safe, secure, harmless, benign,
innocuous.
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Wise Words

“Be careful with words, they’re dangerous. Be wary
of them. They begat either demons or angels. It’s up
to you to give life to one or the other. Be careful, I tell
you, nothing is as dangerous as giving free rein to
words.” —Elie Weisel

““When I use a word,” Humpty Dumpty said in rather
a scornful tone, ‘it means just what I choose it to
mean —neither more nor less.’

‘The question is,” said Alice, ‘whether you can make
words mean so many different things.’

‘The question is,’ said Humpty Dumpty, ‘which is to
be master —that’s all.””

—Lewis Carroll, Alice Through the Looking Glass, 1871

“Reappropriation of ethnic and sexual slurs starts as
an act of bravado by a few of the oppressed, then
may become an empowering mechanism for a much
wider community. It’s pleasingly ironic that those
discriminated against have learned the Orwellian
trick employed by the state and the establishment of
hijacking everyday language (as in ‘doublespeak’)
for their own nefarious purposes. Alternative
discourse ousts and replaces the discourses of
power.”

—Tony Thorne, curator of the Slang and New
Language archive at King’s College London

“Language, too, was a knife. It could cut open the
world and reveal its meaning, its inner working, its
secrets, its truths. It could cut from one reality to
another. It could call bullshit, open people’s eyes,
create beauty. Language was my knife. ... It could be
the tool I would use to remake and reclaim my
world, to rebuild the frame in which my picture of
the world could once more hang on my wall.”
—Salman Rushdie, Knife

“If we are going to open the window, it means
peering into some sacred closets that we have been
living in and shining the light there. It means
pondering sacred words and asking what they really
mean when we say them. It means scrutinizing
sacred acts and asking what effect they have on us. It
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means redefining our mental and social and political
spaces so that words like peace, liberty and justice
for all are no longer in service to their very
opposites.”

—Bob Patrick, Words of Wisdom, UUGC

“And I think that one of the reasons that so many
people turn away from religion in our times is that
the God question has died for them, because the
question has been framed in such repetitive, dead
language. And I think it’s the exciting question, once
you awaken to the presence of God.”

—]John O’Donohue

“If our God-language is too sure, too particular, too
confident, or too definitive, then we can be certain
we have descended into superficiality and have
made an idol of the divine”

—Gary Eberle, Dangerous Words: Talking About God
in the Age of Fundamentalism

Poetry

And Still I Rise (excerpt)

Maya Angelou

You may write me down in history
With your bitter, twisted lies,

You may trod me in the very dirt
But still, like dust, I'll rise. ...

You may shoot me with your words,

You may cut me with your eyes,

You may kill me with your hatefulness,

But still, like air, I'll rise.

Excerpt, click the title link to read the entire poem.

The Meaning of Simplicity
Yannis Ritsos

Every word is a doorway

to a meeting, one often cancelled,

and that’s when a word is true: when it insists on the
meeting.

Excerpt, click the title link to read the entire poem.
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https://poets.org/poem/still-i-rise
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poetrymagazine/browse?volume=116&issue=5&page=25

Jerusalem Tunnel Susan Armington

The Forgotten Dialect of the Heart
Jack Gilbert

How astonishing it is that language can almost
mean,

and frightening that it does not quite. Love, we say,

God, we say, Rome and Michiko, we write, and the
words

getit all wrong....

I dream of lost

vocabularies that might express some of what

we no longer can.

Excerpt, click the title link to read the entire poem.
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3 Ways to Speak English
Jamila Lyiscott
...Because the English language is a multifaceted

oration
Subject to indefinite transformation...
Excerpt, click the title link to view the poet reading.

Languages
Carl Sandburg

There are no handles upon a language
Whereby men take hold of it

And mark it with signs for its remembrance.
Itis ariver, this language,

Once in a thousand years

Breaking a new course

Changing its way to the ocean.

Excerpt, click the title link to read the entire poem.

Articles

“The Language of Reverence”

Rev. Kendyl Gibbons. Religious Humanism, 37:2, 2004
This article is a call to create the language of our

taith, a vocabulary of reverence, and a demand that
as UUs, we speak the truth. Gibbons is not
suggesting a return to Christian language of God,
but calling for a language that helps us
communicate our faith, theology, and how we shape
our world.

“All Words Matter: The Manipulation behind 'All
Lives Matter’”
Kelly Coryell. WW.Norton & Co., undated.

“Words and phrases are used for good, and misused,

misunderstood, and manipulated for privilege; Black
lives matter and all lives matter are examples of
this."

“Salvation by Words: Iris Murdoch on Language as
a Vehicle of Truth and Art as a Force of Resistance

to Tyranny”

Maria Popova. The Marginalian, undated.

Words are spirit. In a sentiment of grave poignancy
amid our dispiriting and decivilizing atmosphere of
“alternative facts,” Murdoch [says]:
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https://allpoetry.com/poem/14371642-The-Forgotten-Dialect-Of-The-Heart-by-Jack-Gilbert
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lJ0GLP48vQA&t=12s
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/45038/languages
https://huumanists.org/sites/huumanists.org/files/articles/vol%2037%20no%202%20Gibbons.pdf
https://nerd.wwnorton.com/ebooks/epub/fieldguide6/EPUB/content/3.4.1-chapter13.xhtml
https://nerd.wwnorton.com/ebooks/epub/fieldguide6/EPUB/content/3.4.1-chapter13.xhtml
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/02/12/iris-murdoch-salvation-by-words/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/02/12/iris-murdoch-salvation-by-words/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/02/12/iris-murdoch-salvation-by-words/

“The quality of a civilisation depends upon its ability
to discern and reveal truth, and this depends upon
the scope and purity of its language.

Any dictator attempts to degrade the language
because this is a way to mystify. And many of the
quasi-automatic operations of capitalist industrial
society tend also toward mystification and the
blunting of verbal precision.”

“Toward a Humanist Language of Reverence”
Dan Harper, UUA, General Assembly 2004.
In this report of a conversation among Unitarian

Universalists on the loss of our ability to speak of the
holy or sacred and our need for a new “language of
reverence,” David Bumbaugh states that returning to
traditional religious language is to ask us to employ
a tongue so corrupted and exploited thatitis no
longer useful. In her response, Kendyl Gibbons
advocates using older languages of reverence from
the great religions of the world in a poetic, evocative
way. She does not believe we can invent such a
language out of whole cloth, but said she prefers
using the accumulated wisdom of our forebears.

“Percival Everett gives Mark Twain’s classic story

about Huck a new voice in 'James’”
Andrew Limbong. NPR, March 15, 2024.
“Now, the acclaimed novelist Percival Everett is out

with James, a re-telling of the story [of Huck Finn]
from Jim’s point of view. But it isn’t a rebuke of the
original. ‘My writing James is not in any way an
indictment of Twain at all,” he says. ‘T’'m writing the
novel that Twain was — not ill equipped — but
unequipped to write. That being the story of Jim. So I
consider this more as being in discourse with
Twain.””

“Politics and the English Language”
George Orwell. Horizon, April 1946.

“Most people who bother with the matter at all
would admit that the English language is in a bad
way, butitis generally assumed that we cannot by
conscious action do anything about it. Our
civilization is decadent and our language — so the
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argument runs — must inevitably share in the
general collapse. It follows that any struggle against
the abuse of language is a sentimental archaism, like
preferring candles to electric light or hansom cabs to
aeroplanes. Underneath this lies the half-conscious
belief that language is a natural growth and not an
instrument which we shape for our own purposes.”
NOTE: This is an excerpt from a longer essay.

Prayers

Word in Silence, Silence in Word,

there is a silence that is fear.

There is a silence that is judgment.

There is a silence that punishes.

And there is a silence that is fertile.

That silence is filled with dangerous words —

not painful words nor destructive words.

No, these words tremble with conversion.

The potential in these words is beyond any knowing.
Hope is just such a dangerous word, and so is trust.
Joy glitters with danger; curiosity shimmers.

Love is dangerous, more dangerous than
compassion.

Gentleness, what danger is enfolded in gentleness.
Faith and generosity endanger our scarce beliefs.
And gratitude is most dangerous of all,
transforming me from penury to abundance,
risking the safety of self-boundary to become
blessing.

Oh, let me be fertile with dangerous words.

Oh, let me reverberate with their resonance.

Oh, let me be so.

Books

On Tyranny - Twenty Lessons from the Twentieth

Century
by Timothy Snyder. Penguin Random House, 2017.

“Listen for dangerous words. Be alert to the use of
the words extremism and terrorism. Be alive to the
fatal notions of emergency and exception. Be angry
about the treacherous use of patriotic vocabulary
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https://www.uua.org/ga/past/2004/langague-of-reverence
https://www.npr.org/2024/03/15/1238741304/percival-everett-gives-mark-twains-classic-story-about-huck-a-new-voice-in-james#:~:text=Everett's%20James%20remakes%20the%20world,to%20communicate,%22%20Everett%20says
https://www.npr.org/2024/03/15/1238741304/percival-everett-gives-mark-twains-classic-story-about-huck-a-new-voice-in-james#:~:text=Everett's%20James%20remakes%20the%20world,to%20communicate,%22%20Everett%20says
https://www.orwellfoundation.com/the-orwell-foundation/orwell/essays-and-other-works/politics-and-the-english-language/
https://www.google.com/books/edition/On_Tyranny/3z7cDQAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=0
https://www.google.com/books/edition/On_Tyranny/3z7cDQAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=0

At Work in the Ruins: Finding Our Place in the Time of
Climate Crises and Other Emergencies

by Dougald Hine. Chelsea Green Publishing, 2023.
Through our over-reliance on the

single lens of science, Dougald 7,
“ATWORK °
INTHE RUINS

writes that we are blinded to the
nature of the crises around and

FIND 008 LICE
ahead of us, leading to ‘solutions’ cuum  Chits
that can only make things worse. At mmnm
Work in the Ruins is his reckoning i "“"

with the strange years we have been

living through and our long history of asking too
much of science. He offers guidance by looking
firmly at the trouble we are in to help us find the
work that is worth doing, even in the ruins.

Caste: Origins of our Discontents
by Isabel Wilkerson. Random House, 2020
This nonfiction book describes racism in the United

States as an aspect of a system of caste —a
society-wide system of social stratification
characterized by notions such as hierarchy, inclusion
and purity. In her comparison of the experience of
American people to the caste system of India and
Nazi Germany, she boldly approaches dangerous
words and preconceived notions about race and
societal “purity.”

The Book of Qualities

by J. Ruth Gendler. Turquoise Mountain
Publications, 1984.

“The Wind is a gossip. Notin a
malicious way. She just likes to
move around and stir things up ....
The Wind is a wonderful storyteller.
I still remember how she introduced
me to the Qualities when I was a
child.” So begins this delightful and
challenging book which reflects on

over 60 qualities of living from alienation to clarity,
honesty to defeat. Each short essay invites the reader
to see deep nuances in these words we use every day.
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Speaking Peace in a Climate of Conflict
Marilyn McEntyre. Eerdmans, 2020.
From the book review by Frederic and

MARILYN MCENTYRE

Mary Ann Brussat: “In this book,
McEntyre dazzles us with the
amazing power, variety, and impact

SPEAKING

PEACE

IN A CLIMATE OF
CONFLICT

Y\~

stewardship.” With imaginative clout, she compels

of words. She comments on them as
‘instruments of survival,’ as ‘a river of

conversation,’ and as ‘acts of

us to:
® examine the consequences of six dangerous
euphemisms
e think about five words that deserve to be
defined whenever we use them (war, peace,
health, freedom, love)
e andmore.”

Speaking Christian: Why Christian Words Have Lost
Their Meaning and Power—And How They Can Be
Restored

by Marcus J. Borg. HarperOne, 2011.

“Christian language has become a stumbling block
in our time. Much of its basic vocabulary is seriously
misunderstood by Christians and non-Christians
alike,” claims Borg, a progressive biblical scholar. In
short essays on many “dangerous words,” he
contrasts their contemporary literal meanings with
their more ancient and authentic meanings,
reclaiming their richness and power.

Children’s Books
The Lost Words: A Spell Book
by Robert Macfarlane. Illustrated by Jackie Morris.

Anansi International, 2018.

In 2007, when a new edition of the Oxford Junior
Dictionary was published, a sharp-eyed reader soon
noticed that around forty common words
concerning nature had been dropped. The list of
these “lost words” include: acorn, adder, bluebell,
dandelion, fern, heron, kingfisher, newt, otter, and
willow. Among the words taking their place were
attachment, blog, broadband, bullet-point,
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https://www.google.com/books/edition/At_Work_in_the_Ruins/VVeqEAAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=0
https://www.google.com/books/edition/At_Work_in_the_Ruins/VVeqEAAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=0
https://books.google.com/books/about/Caste.html?id=_er2DwAAQBAJ
https://www.google.com/books/edition/The_Book_of_Qualities/97_LGXCfx_MC?hl=en&gbpv=0
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Speaking_Peace_in_a_Climate_of_Conflict/XIqxzAEACAAJ?hl=en
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Speaking_Christian/DmnnlwEACAAJ?hl=en
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Speaking_Christian/DmnnlwEACAAJ?hl=en
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Speaking_Christian/DmnnlwEACAAJ?hl=en
https://www.google.com/books/edition/The_Lost_Words/0y0AtAEACAAJ?hl=en

cut-and-paste, and voice-mail. Macfarlane and
Morris responded with a “spell book” of poems and
illustrations that will conjure back twenty of these
lost words, and the beings they name, from acorn to
wren. All ages.

Movies
American Fiction

Directed by Cord Jefferson, 2023.
In this comedic satire challenges the stereotypes and

narrative tropes in Black fiction, a college professor
and author of “serious” (and less-than-successful)
novels about the African American experience
decides to write a more “popular” style of novel to
make a point about what sells in Black fiction, using
“dangerous” words and stereotypical topics like
deadbeat dads, rappers, crack addicts. In the end, his
book is purchased by a white publishing house,
becomes a bestseller and is optioned for a movie.

Doubt

Written and directed by John Patrick Shanley,
Miramax films, 2008.

A Catholic school principal questions a priest’s
ambiguous relationship with a troubled young
student. Doubt is a powerful and thought-provoking
film that explores the themes of faith, doubt, and
uncertainty. It illustrates how unfounded
accusations & suspicions can have a profound effect
on the accuser, the accused & the people in their
orbit. Full of mystery and ambiguity, the viewer is
never totally sure what to think or who to believe.

Videos
“Lecture on Doublespeak in the Media”

Interview with William Lutz, author of Doublespeak,
August 9, 2022.

Doublespeak is language that pretends to
communicate but really doesn’t. It is language that
makes the bad seem good, the negative appear
positive, the unpleasant appear attractive or at least
tolerable. Doublespeak is language that avoids or
shifts responsibility, language that is at variance
with its real or purported meaning. It is language
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that conceals or prevents thought; rather than
extending thought, doublespeak limits it.

(4

‘The Danger of a Single Story”
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, TED, July 2009.

“The consequence of the single story is this:

It robs people of dignity. It makes our recognition of
our equal humanity difficult. It emphasizes how we
are different rather than how we are similar.”

\

Photo by Gigi on Unsplash.

Podcasts

“Word Bomb”

This podcast looks at one explosive word per week.
The hosts talk to experts and dive deep into lived
experiences to share stories the dictionary doesn’t

4

‘Dehumanizing Always Starts With Language”
Brene Brown, 2018

Because so many time-worn systems of power have
placed certain people outside the realm of what we
see as human, much of our work now is more a
matter of “rehumanizing.” That starts in the same
place dehumanizing starts—with words and
images. Today we are edging closer and closer to a
world where political and ideological discourse has
become an exercise in dehumanization.... On [social

Unity Church-Unitarian | September 2025


https://www.imdb.com/title/tt23561236/
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0918927/?ref_=fn_all_ttl_1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YKU_CebXRPM
https://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_ngozi_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story
https://open.spotify.com/show/74cmh9emRdXm09Y5MEFV5N
https://brenebrown.com/articles/2018/05/17/dehumanizing-always-starts-with-language/

media] we can rapidly push the people with whom
we disagree into the dangerous territory of moral
exclusion, with little to no accountability, and often
in complete anonymity.

“Very Bad Words"
A podcast that takes a closer look at our complex

relationship between swearing and taboo language.

“Religious Words We Love to Hate”
First UU Church of Austin, May 15, 2023.
“Whether you came from a different religious

tradition or grew up purely UU, you have probably

Music

Public Playlist

Dangerous Words Take 1

oENFER. KINGIELL

. )

Dangerous Words Take 1

For more information:

encountered religious concepts, phrases, and words
that rub you wrong. Today we consider those words
—some that you've provided — and what it means to
consider, reclaim, or reject the words that we love to
hate.” This service includes a reading from David E.
Bumbaugh’s “Toward a Humanist Vocabulary of
Reverence,” at 10:08 and a sermon by Jonalu
Johnstone at 12:00. She lists and discusses
“dangerous” words, and invites listeners “to find
ways to beat hurtful words into healing
plowshares.” A transcript is available

Consequence of Sound
Regina Spektor, You Tube.

My rhyme ain’t good just yet, my brain and tongue
just met

And they ain’t friends so far, my words don’t travel
far

They tangle in my hair and tend to go nowhere

They grow right back inside, right past my brain and
eyes

Into my stomach juice, where they don’t serve much
use

No healthy calories, nutrition values

And I absorb back in the words right through my
skin

They sit there festering inside my bowels
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http://www.verybadwords.com
https://austinuu.org/wp2013/religious-words-we-love-to-hate/
https://open.spotify.com/playlist/650JaxcoJrnBOcf8w1uLU0?si=6Cd3LvrVT8-ioOulueZ0Ig
https://open.spotify.com/playlist/650JaxcoJrnBOcf8w1uLU0?si=6Cd3LvrVT8-ioOulueZ0Ig
https://open.spotify.com/playlist/650JaxcoJrnBOcf8w1uLU0?si=6Cd3LvrVT8-ioOulueZ0Ig
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7L0bf2YKMDM
https://www.unityunitarian.org/spiritual-practice.html
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