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Egbert Ethelred Brown, First Black Unitarian Minister 
 
Today, in the spirit of Black History Month,  I want to speak about one of the forefathers of our Unitarian 
Universalist faith, the Reverend Egbert Ethelred Brown. Egbert Ethelred Brown was born in Jamaica in 1875, 
and at first he was an Episcopalian. He had a sudden change in his theology that led him to become a 
Unitarian. Although born in Jamaica, he moved to the United States and founded the First Unitarian Church in 
Harlem in 1920 and served there until his death in 1956. Do the math here—that’s 36 years of serving that 
church! 
 
Egbert Ethelred Brown was the first Black Unitarian minister in the United States, and that’s the story that I 
want to tell today. I want to trace the history of this man, and connect it to the history of our religion, especially 
around the inclusion of people of color. 
 
Before talking more about Egbert Ethelred Brown, let me make a connection to an African American minister 
who is serving our denomination today. Her name is Connie Simon and she is the minister of our congregation 
in Cincinatti. Rev. Connie Simon is teaching a course about the history of Unitarian Universalism, and some of 
us have been watching it here in this room, on this TV screen. It’s a series of five lectures on five Monday nights 
about the history of Unitarian Universalism, especially through the lens of people of color in our history. There 
have been two lectures so far; the third one is tomorrow night [Monday, February 10] and you are welcome to 
join us. 
 
I also want to trace a connection to another African American minister in our religion. This one is the Reverend 
Mark Morrison-Reed, and we read his words earlier in today’s service. Mark Morrison-Reed is one generation 
ahead of me in ministry: he has recently retired, whereas I am just starting out. In addition to being a parish 
minister for many years, he is also the foremost historian of people of color in Unitarianism, in Universalism, 
and in Unitarian Universalism. He has written many books on the subject including Darkening the Doorways: 
Black Trailblazers and Missed Opportunities in Unitarian Universalism. 
 
So I am naming Connie Simon, my colleague who is serving today; and I am naming Mark Morrison-Reed, 
who just retired from UU ministry, and I am talking today about Egbert Ethelred Brown, who was a Unitarian 
minster in Harlem a century ago, to show that people of color have been here all along in Unitarian 
Universalism—we just don’t always realize it or talk about them. Especially those of us who identify as white, we 
tend to be ignorant of the legacy of African Americans within our own religious movement. 
 
As I said, Egbert Ethelred Brown founded the Harlem Unitarian Church in 1920 and served it until his death in 
1956. So I want to talk first about the 1920’s, the beginning of his career, and then about the 1940’s, later in his 
career, and put this into context around race in America and race in the Unitarian church at that time. 
 
To begin with, Reverend Brown’s context was Harlem in the 1920’s. What was happening in Harlem in the 
20’s? Of course it was the time of the Harlem Renaissance. This included musicians like Duke Ellington, writers 
like Langston Hughes, and preachers like Egbert Ethelred Brown. Politically, it included some radical socialist 
ideas. Egbert Ethelred Brown was a radical socialist, and we’ll come back to that later. 
 
And let’s not forget that also in the 1920’s was one of the worst race massacres in U.S. history. In 1921 in Tulsa 
Oklahoma, hundreds of Black people were killed and a whole Black neighborhood—known as the Black Wall 
Street--burned to the ground. I talked about that in my sermon last week. Simultaneously you had the Harlem 
Renaissance in Harlem and the Tulsa race massacre in Oklahoma. Such is the history of race in this country. 
 



A key moment of Egbert Ethelred Brown’s story is the year 1907. He is 32 years old. He has recently decided 
that the Episcopal church is not for him. It is too orthodox, too narrow minded for him. He wants to go to 
America and be a minister. He writes two letters to the United States, to two different churches. He writes to the 
African Methodist Episcopal church, known as the AME church. They write back very encouragingly, offering 
a clear path to being a minister in that church. The other letter is from Meadville Lombard. This is the 
Unitarian seminary—this is the seminary that I just graduated from last year. Here are the words of Egbert 
Ethelred Brown describing that letter years later: “accepting [me] as a student in the school, but frankly 
informing me that there [were] no colored Unitarian churches in America, and that as at that time no white 
church in America was likely to accept a colored man as its minister, the school could hold out no prospect of 
assignment after my graduation.”1 
 
So the AME church is saying, come study here, we’re pretty sure we can get you a job as a minister in one of 
our churches; and the Unitarian church is saying, well, you can come study here, but it’s really not likely you’re 
going to be able to be a minister in one of our churches. 
 
And which offer do you think he accepted? He chose Unitarianism. 
 
Egbert Ethelred Brown made a principled decision. This is how he described it. He said to himself, “Brown, you 
need not be a minister at all, but if you do decide to enter the ministry, then you must enter the church wherein 
you can be absolutely honest—honest with your people and honest with yourself.”2 
 
He made a principled decision at great potential cost to himself. 
 
And what they said to him was just about how it worked out. After two years of study at Meadville, he couldn’t 
get a job. Ten years later he was able to, finally, and that’s when he founded the Harlem Unitarian Church. 
 
This is from 1947, years later, as he recounts his own past and his reasons for being a Unitarian minister: 
 

Why then am I a Unitarian minister. Because I could not be enchained by the creeds and traditions of 
the orthodox churches which I had long since intellectually and ethically outgrown. I wished freedom—
freedom to be my own self—to express my self as myself and I believed then as I believe now that a 
minister of religion must first of all be absolutely loyal to Truth. And no other church grants its ministers 
that freedom but the Unitarian Church. We alone of all churches have in the truest sense a free pulpit in 
a free church. I am a Unitarian minister because I believe in sharing with my people new truths as I 
discover them for myself. Orthodox churches claim that all truths—at least all necessary truths—have 
already been proclaimed. Unitarian churches on the other hand are dedicated to the progressive 
transformation and enrichment of individual and social life through religion in accordance with 
advancing knowledge and the growing vision of mankind. 
 
It is something of inestimable value to be a free minister in a free pulpit in a free church of free men, 
presenting and interpreting religion not according to exploded and discredited theories but in 
accordance with advancing knowledge and the growing vision of mankind.3 

 
But the Unitarian Church did not return the love that Egbert Ethelred Brown gave it.  
 
As we heard, they said they weren’t sure about getting him a pulpit. Once he got one, he was so politically 
radical—he was a socialist—and so perseverant in asking the AUA for support, that they rescinded his 
fellowship in 1929. He got it back after threatening the AUA with a lawsuit, in 1935.  
 
This is not surprising when you hear the words of the leaders of the AUA at the time. They were racist. They 
“thought African Americans to be of the “lower classes.”” They called them “shiftless rascals.”4 This shifted for 
the better when a new president of the AUA in 1937 was more fair-minded. 



 
As I said, Rev. Brown served the Harlem Unitarian Church for 36 years. We talked about the 1920’s earlier. 
Now I want to talk about 1940’s vis a vis race in the Unitarian church. It was a story of mixed progress. In the 
year 1944-45 for instance, Egbert Ethelred Brown in Harlem preached on alternate Sundays with white 
ministers. In 1945, the Dallas Unitarian congregation voted to be racially integrated, to welcome Black people 
into the congregation. That was a big deal at the time, and a progressive stance. When a Chicago church did 
the same in 1948, two board members resigned. My point is that we like to think that we were always on the 
right side of history and being progressive and fair minded around social justice issues. Of course, it’s more 
complicated than that. Some Unitarians in the 40’s were progressive on inclusion of African Americans in our 
congregation and as ministers in our pulpits—and some Unitarians were conservative, reactionary, even racist. 
 
Here’s what Egbert Ethelred Brown says on the subject in 1947. First, the good news! “Unitarians themselves 
now admit Negroes to the brotherhood of man on grounds of full and unhesitating equality because of their 
basic humanity.” Again, for the day, this was progress. At least theoretically Unitarians were advocating for 
equality. Now the bad news: “The disturbing fact is that the churches of America approve segregation in the 
continuing existence of separate churches for whites and negroes. Our Unitarian churches are a current partner 
in this sorry business!”5 
 
And regarding getting Black ministers into Unitarian pulpits, this is what Egbert Ethelred Brown said in 1947: 
 

Unfortunately we have lost the glorious opportunity to be the pioneers here. Were we afraid? Doubtful 
of our principles? … In any event, the distinction has been won by others. Liberals out-liberalled! 
Therefore, if we move in that direction, we must follow now. But follow we must! Either that or lose the 
name of active Unitarians.”6 

 
“Liberals out-liberalled” especially stings for us. We like to think that we are the most liberal denomination, 
always on the forefront of the social justice movement. Not so. 
 
I say that both things are true simultaneously. On the one hand, we can and should celebrate the presence of 
these figures in our history. Egbert Ethelred Brown is my predecessor in Unitarian ministry, and I claim that 
kinship with him. We sang his song earlier this morning, the tune called “Ethelred” in our hymnal. We read 
Rev. Brown’s words, we are inspired by his example of courage and principles. 
 
And simultaneously we acknowledge that – then and now – we aren’t as liberal and fair and generous as we 
think we are. White Unitarians haven’t always been welcoming to African Americans in our congregations and 
in our pulpits. 
 
The last example I want to give today is from an African American Unitarian Universalist minister not a 
hundred years ago, like Egbert Ethelred Brown, but today. Three years ago I heard John Crestwell speak, and 
there is a parallel to Rev. Brown a hundred years ago. Rev. John Crestwell is an African American minister 
serving our congregation in Andover, Maryland. I heard him speak on my first day at Meadville Lombard 
Theological School—the same seminary that accepted Egbert Ethelred Brown, then kicked him out, then 
accepted him again when threatened with a lawsuit. On my first day at Meadville, John Crestweel spoke, and 
told a story about the challenges of being an African American minister serving a mostly white denomination 
and a mostly white congregation in Maryland. He has to deal with stuff that I will never have to deal with, 
because I identify as white. A lot of the stuff he has to deal with is from well-meaning white people, but it is 
exahausting nonetheless. Rev. John Crestwell that day talked about moments of despair and doubt: why should 
he keep going, he asked a close friend of his. 
 
And his friend said to him, “Because we need you, John. And because you are a Unitarian Universalist.” 
 



Like Egbert Ethelred Brown before him, Rev. Crestwell decided that imperfect as we are, Unitarian 
Universalism has values and principles and a message that are worth believing in. Things that no other religion 
offers.  
 
Our creeds and our ideals are greater than our actions and our reality, and my prayer today as I end is simply 
this: may our actions as Unitarian Universalists match our lofty ideals and be worthy of our esteemed ancestors 
in this faith.  
 
May it be so. 
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