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DRAFT 10:  PUBLIC WITNESS POLICY, rev. 12/27/17 
  

POLICY & PROCEDURE  
1. PURPOSE 
As Unitarian Universalists (UU), we are called to discern and support efforts to promote 
human rights. Different issues will speak to different members in different ways. We 
need not think alike to love alike.1 Recognizing that not all members and/or staff will be 
in agreement on all issues, the purpose of this policy is to identify different ways by 
which SUUS, as a congregation, may respond to current human rights issues without 
requiring a formal congregation-wide majority vote by members. In doing so, this policy 
seeks to encourage SUUS, as a religious organization, to err on the side of compassion 
as it tries to bend the arc of the moral universe toward justice.2  
  
2. POLICY 
This policy identifies the ways by which a part3 of, and the whole congregation, may 
take a firm public position.  Underlying this policy is the assumption that, in general, 
thoughtful action by representatives of the congregation about a human rights issue is 
preferred over non-action.  Such actions will be reported to the congregation on a regu-
lar basis.  Nonetheless, at no time may anyone representing SUUS act or speak in such 
a way so as to jeopardize the congregation’s non-profit status.  Further, no financial 
commitments and/or delegation of staff resources may be made on behalf of the con-
gregation without approval by the Board of Trustees. 
 
3. PROCEDURES 

A. Who may take a public position on behalf of SUUS?    
1.  The Called and Settled Minister as described in the Letter of Agreement be-

tween the congregation and the minister.    

2.  The Board of Trustees4, as the governing body of the congregation may, 
with a quorum5 and by a two-thirds majority vote, take a public position on 
behalf of the congregation, when said position clearly supports the SUUS 
mission and/or UU principles (see 3.B.2) In such a case, the Board will report 
its action to the Social Justice Coordinating Team (SJCT) and thereafter in-

                                                 
1 “We need not think alike to love alike.”  - Source unknown though often attributed to John Wesley, Methodist 
founder.   
2 "I do not pretend to understand the moral universe; the arc is a long one, my eye reaches but little ways; I cannot 
calculate the curve and complete the figure by the experience of sight; I can divine it by conscience. And from what I 
see I am sure it bends towards justice.”  - The Rev. Theodore Parker, Unitarian Abolitionist Minister, 1853.  “The arc 
of the moral universe is long, but it bends towards justice."  - The Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr., Baptist Minister, Sel-
ma, 1965. 
3 Elected SUUS members, groups, and staff. 
4 wherein every member of the Board is elected by the congregation 
5 as defined by the SUUS Bylaws 
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form the congregation. Should the Board wish to take a public position on a 
complex issue, i.e., one that necessitates study and discussion, the Board will 
solicit input to assess the degree of congregational support for such action.       

3. The Social Justice Coordinating Team (SJCT).  If the SJCT wishes to take 
a public position on an issue on behalf of SUUS, the elected SJCT Chairper-
son(s) may call for a vote of the SJCT to submit a written proposal to the 
Board for its endorsement.  Said vote requires a majority vote of SJCT active 
SUUS members.  Dialogue with the Board prior to and after the vote is en-
couraged to assure good process and minimize miscommunication.   

Authorization for the SJCT to take a public position on behalf of SUUS is sub-
ject to two-thirds majority vote by the Board.  In the event that an issue re-
quires action prior the next Board of Trustees meeting or Board Executive 
Committee meeting, the Chair of the SJCT may submit the proposal to the 
Board President and Minister.   
 
It should be understood that some complex issues require extensive educa-
tion of the Board and/or congregation to ensure a fully informed vote by the 
Board and/or the congregation. When the issue is referred to the congrega-
tion for a vote, authorization for SUUS to take a public position will require a 
two-thirds majority vote by the congregation.  
a. Social Justice Task Groups are issue-focused justice task groups coor-

dinated by the SJCT.  As such, should a task group wish to take a public 
position on an issue on behalf of SUUS, they are obliged to request the 
SJCT to vote to submit a proposal to the Board for its endorsement as de-
scribed in Section 3.A.3 above. 

4. The Congregation.  An elected Minister and/or the SJCT and/or a member of 
the congregation via the SJCT may petition the Board of Trustees for SUUS 
to take a public position on an issue. The Board will determine whether or not 
the position may be authorized by the Board alone, or, necessitates a con-
gregational vote as identified in Section 3.A.3. 

B. Proposal Process & Criteria 
1. Proposal Criteria.  Other than the elected Minister, individuals or groups 

wishing to speak on an issue on behalf of SUUS must petition the SJCT to 
vote to submit a written proposal to the Board per Section 3.A.3.   Said pro-
posal should include the following information:  the petitioner(s), a declaration 
of the issue and the proposed position to be taken, supporting UU principles 
and/or other resources, the measures that will be taken to solicit support from 
the congregation, the urgency of the matter, and, resources (staff, funding, lay 
support) required to fulfill this commitment. 

2. Discernment of Suitable Social Justice Issues.   
a. Issues consistent with our Unitarian Universalist Purposes and Princi-

ples. 
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b. Issues passed by SUUS, prior to and subsequent to the adoption of 
this policy.     

c. Resolutions passed by UU delegates at General Assembly. 
d. UUA Study Action Issues, Statements of Conscience, and/or State-

ments of Immediate Witness 
e. Other Issues promoted by the Unitarian Universalist Association 

and/or its “official” professional or affiliate organizations. 
f. Such actions must specifically be congruent with our Unitarian Univer-

salist Principles and address human rights issues.  As a Unitarian Uni-
versalist religious institution, SUUS may not take public positions that 
target specific people in general, politicians specifically, or political par-
ties.  

C. Conflict Resolution Process 
When competing interests arise between members of the congregation, it is 
acknowledged that sometimes there is no right or wrong resolution, and that re-
spectful persons may agree to disagree.  In all circumstances, the health of the 
congregation and the congregation’s covenant will serve as overarching princi-
ples and practices in our efforts to take action on behalf of the vulnerable while 
also listening to one another with respect and compassion. 

D. Exceptions 
The Board of Trustees and/or its designees may make exceptions to this policy 
to accommodate unique events and situations.     

 
4. APPROVALS 
Adopted by the Social Justice Coordinating Team    October 22, 2017 
Adopted by the SUUS Board of Trustees     December 21, 2017 


