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As the war in Ukraine grinds on, Russian President Vladimir Putin climbs ever 

higher on the list of human history’s most savagely brutal tyrants. Putin’s troops have 
ravaged civilian targets, planted advanced landmines along evacuation corridors, 
carried out mass executions, and denied safe passage to shipments of food and 
medicine. His list of war crimes gets ever longer. 

It’s not yet clear what goal Putin had in mind when he first invaded. Restore the 
glory of the Soviet Union so Russia could stand with the US and China as a great power? 
Establish a buffer between Russia and NATO countries in Europe? Or will he settle for 
seizing the petroleum-rich region of Donbas, further securing Russia’s role as a gas 
station with nukes, in current foreign policy lingo? Whatever his goal, he seems hell-
bent on maximum devastation in Ukraine, even if it means maximum suffering for his 
own people. 

Along the way, he has accomplished something unexpected: unifying the nations 
of Europe and the West. Much of the credit for this geopolitical accord goes to US 
President Joe Biden, whose long-standing global relationships and adroit back-channel 
diplomacy have helped galvanize the Western political and economic response. The 
extraordinary courage and resilience of the Ukrainian people, bolstered by the 
transformative leadership of their charismatic comedian-turned-President Volodymyr 
Zelenskyy, has both attracted and validated the Western response. In historic terms, 
Zelenskyy is turning out to be Ukraine’s Winston Churchill, even if the ultimate outcome 
of this war remains in doubt. 

One of the more consequential news headlines about Ukraine over the past few 
weeks may turn out to be the kerfuffle over President Joe Biden’s ad-lib faux pas during 
his recent speech in Berlin. A faux pas, as one wag put it, occurs when a politician 
accidentally tells the truth. Speaking of Putin, Biden said, “For God’s sake, this man 
cannot remain in power.”  

Given the US laws against taking such action, Biden and his team almost 
immediately circumscribed the import of his words. Biden then added, “I was 
expressing the moral outrage that I feel, and I make no apologies for it.” 

Good for him. When political leaders like Vladimir Putin are acting in morally-
reprehensible ways, someone must tell the truth out loud. Someone needs to express 
moral outrage. Someone needs to declare that, in a civilized world, people like Vladimir 
Putin cannot remain in power. His presence on the world stage isn’t just bad for the 
people of Ukraine and bad for Russia, it’s bad for all of us. When tyrannical leaders do 
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bad things, and good people stand by and say or do nothing, both the causes and the 
consequences of evil continue to multiply.  

After all, human rights are worth precisely what someone is willing to give in 
their defense. One of the great quandaries of modern civilization turns out to be how to 
respond when contemporary tyrants turn out to be just as murderously vicious but 
much more lethally armed than their historic counterparts. Who is responsible to speak 
the truth? Who is responsible to marshal a response? On this point, I say, thank God for 
Joe Biden. 

In a recent Atlantic article about Biden’s State of the Union address, James 
Fallows, who served as chief White House speechwriter for President Jimmy Carter, 
observes that speeches should be judged by what they intend to do.  

Some speeches, he says, are meant to inspire — Winston Churchill’s “We shall 
fight on the beaches” in 1940 or Ronald Reagan’s “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall” 
in 1987. Some speeches are meant to console — Robert F. Kennedy’s unscripted 
response before a largely Black crowd at a street corner rally in Indianapolis, upon 
hearing that Martin Luther King Jr. had just been assassinated in 1968, or Barack 
Obama’s eulogy in 2015 for the slain parishioners at the mother Emanuel Church in 
Charleston, South Carolina. Other speeches are meant to explain, or defend, or deceive, 
or get the speaker out of a bind.  

The best speeches, Fallows says, offer the right message in the right language at 
the right time. They reflect on the situation in an honest way and offer a new 
perspective. On these terms, Biden’s speech in Berlin may not have been one for the 
ages, but his ad-libbed line surely was: “For God’s sake, this man cannot remain in 
power.” It is a prophetic word at a time of crisis. 

When we examine the role language plays in our public life, it becomes apparent 
why it matters so much. Look at how much we have changed just over the past few 
decades in the language we use to refer to matters of race, ethnicity, sexuality, sexual 
violence, intimate relationships, gender, and gender identity. We use language to hold 
before ourselves a vision of the kind of people we understand ourselves to be and hope 
to become. We use language to express our hope that tomorrow will be different from 
today, and we will be better people and a better nation in the future than we have been 
in the past. In the words of theologian and poet Holly Horn, “Redemption is a discipline 
of language.” 

As people of faith, she says, we try our best to speak clearly about the problems in 
our lives and speak courageously about the travesties of our time, because “we believe 
that words will change the world. And surely, routinely, they do.” Words redeem our 
lives and our world when they enable us to speak truthfully about who we are and who 
we wish to become, about where we are and where we want to go. 

As it turns out, this is an unusually good time of the year to recognize the role of 
prophetic words in the redemption of humanity. During the month of April, a rare 
convergence has appeared among holy days observed by the three Western 
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monotheisms. This coming Friday evening, Jews around the world will celebrate their 
liberation in an event known as Passover, when the Hebrew people were finally set free 
from a centuries-long period of captivity in ancient Egypt. Led by the prophet Moses, 
the people fled across the Red Sea and began a forty-year journey through the desert to 
their homeland, during which Moses reportedly received the Ten Commandments and 
other rules for living directly from God on Mount Sinai. 

Today is the beginning of the time known in the Christian calendar as Holy Week 
— the seven days from Palm Sunday, which is today, to Easter, which comes next 
Sunday. During this week, Christians around the world commemorate the final days in 
the life and teaching ministry of Jesus of Nazareth: his so-called triumphal entry into 
Jerusalem on Palm Sunday, the Last Supper with his disciples on Thursday evening, his 
trial and crucifixion by Roman soldiers on Friday, during which time he spoke his now-
famous seven last sayings from the cross, his burial on Saturday, and his resurrection on 
Easter Sunday.  

The Muslim observation of Ramadan began last Saturday evening at sundown 
and will extend until sundown on May 1. During Ramadan, faithful Muslims fast from 
dawn until sundown. During this time, they recall the month-long period in the early 
seventh century when the prophet Mohammed reportedly received the words of the 
Quran directly from God.  

Each of these now-global religious traditions — together their adherents make up 
more than half of the world’s population — emerged when someone spoke out in a time 
of cruelty and violence. Judaism developed against a backdrop of the brutal oppression 
of the ancient Semitic peoples by the Egyptians. Christianity developed as a protest 
against the way Jewish leaders had dealt with the ruthless occupation of the Jewish 
regions of Palestine by the Romans. Islam developed within the lengthy and destructive 
conflict between the monotheisms of Christianity and Judaism and the polytheisms of 
the ruling tribes in Arabia. In each case, a prophetic new voice eventually emerged from 
the turmoil: Moses, Jesus, and Mohammed. They diagnosed the problems of the day in 
spiritual terms and proclaimed a new approach, one that would cast off the failed beliefs 
and practices of the past and usher in a new day of hope. 

The need for prophetic voices has never been greater than it is today. We need 
the courage to offer the right message in the right language at the right time. We need to 
proclaim the truth about those who may be self-centered or self-absorbed, and offer 
hope to those who may be heavy-hearted and heavy-ladened. Redemption is a discipline 
of language. 

Given the confluence of holy days during this month, my mind has been focused 
on our own spiritual disciplines as a congregation, especially on the language we use to 
describe and identify ourselves. We live in a religiously pluralist nation, and we like to 
think of ourselves as in the vanguard of the effort to be open and welcoming to people of 
a wide variety of religious experience — and especially to those who have no experience 
of religious community. 
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In order to accomplish this goal, we’ve made changes over the years to the 
language we use here at All Souls. As some of you will recall, our Bond of Union once 
read, “In the freedom of the truth, and in the spirit of Jesus, we unite for the worship of 
God and the service of man.” Jesus was changed to love — “the spirit of love” — to 
welcome those among us who may look to prophets other than Jesus for inspiration. 
Man was changed to all — “the service of all” — to welcome those among us who don’t 
identify as male. 

In the spirit of opening the doors of our sanctuary ever wider, and expanding and 
diversifying ever further our community, I would like us to consider revising how we use 
the word church. It derives from the old English word circe, which was a place of 
assemblage set aside for Christian worship. Strictly speaking, a church is a building — 
specifically a building for Christian worship. Jews gather in synagogues, Buddhists 
gather in temples, Muslims gather in mosques, and Christians gather in churches. 

As a congregation, we do not identify as Christian, though we did emerge two 
centuries ago from the Protestant branch of the Christian tradition. We left the Christian 
faith, but architectural habits die hard. This building is clearly a church — not a 
synagogue, or temple, or mosque. When we use the term All Souls Church, however, we 
are typically not referring to the building at the corner of 80th Street and Lexington 
Avenue in Manhattan. We are referring to a group of people, a congregation — the great 
family of all souls, as we sometimes put it. 

If those among us and around us who grew up in Jewish, Buddhist, Christian, 
Muslim, Hindu, or any of the other established religious traditions of humanity find 
themselves wanting more religious freedom and more spiritual depth, why would they 
come to a place that describes itself as a church? Even more, why would those who grew 
up not religious at all, but seek an experience of faith and faithfulness without the 
creedal and dogmatic strictures — why would they come to a place that describes itself 
as a church? Some of these spiritual seekers have come to such a place, of course, 
because some of you are here among us. Thank you for tolerating our limited use of 
language. 

My hope is that we can reserve the word church for a very specific usage: when 
referring to this physical structure. To be sure, it is a beautiful structure, one to which 
many of us have given generously and even sacrificially of our time and treasure to 
restore and renew. It is a building we love and cherish. But it is nonetheless a building — 
the fourth such building in our congregation’s history.  

Instead of saying “All Souls Church,” we can say “All Souls.” Instead of saying, 
“I’m going to church,” we can say, “I’m going to services at All Souls.” We can call this 
building a sanctuary or a house of worship. We can call our gathering, whether it 
happens physically or virtually, or both, a congregation, or a spiritual community, or a 
community of faith. These are words that open our gathering to everyone. 
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In so doing, as the late American poet Philip Booth suggests in his poem “Saying 
It,” our very lives open to hear ourselves say what we mean. We speak in order to 
express the joy we experience. 

Redemption is a discipline of language. In this season of holy days, we endeavor 
to tell the truth about the brokenness around us, about the ties that bind us to each 
other and to the values we cherish, and about our collective resolve to be a 
transformative presence of healing and hope in our time. 

 


