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DEFYING THE NAZIS  
 UU ACTION PROJECT  
 CONGREGATIONAL ACTION GUIDE

Share what your  
congregation is planning  

at uua.org/sharpstory.  
Together, we will defy  

hatred and bigotry and  
take action for justice 

and solidarity. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Add your story  
to the map!

There is an amazing opportunity for Unitarian Universalists in the fall of 
2016. Across the United States and beyond, people will be talking about two 
historic UUs through the upcoming Ken Burns documentary Defying the 
Nazis: The Sharps’ War. The film tells how Waitstill and Martha Sharp, a 
Unitarian minister and spouse, helped people escape Nazi-occupied Europe 
at great personal sacrifice. Together, UU’s can honor the Sharps’ legacy by 
defying hatred, fear and discrimination today and take action for freedom, 
justice and solidarity. 

This outreach and action guide will help UU groups and congregations to 
carry on the Sharps’ spirit and legacy. On these pages, you will find suggest-
ed actions, inspirational stories, and the tools you need to make it succeed. 
This toolkit has been made possible through financial support from Artemis 
Joukowsky through a grant from the UU Congregation at Shelter Rock.  

WHAT’S INSIDE

Introduction

Echoes from the Past – A Call to Solidarity

Taking Action: Event Ideas 

•	 Solidarity Event with? Muslim Neighbors
•	 Guest Speaker and Fundraiser
•	 Defying the Nazis Watch Party and Study Group
•	 Grounding Your Team: A Short Guide
•	 Other Event Ideas

Deeper Action: Sponsorship and Sanctuary

•	 Sanctuary: A Further Connection

Companion Resources

Media Resources

Social Media Resources

Worship and RE Resources

http://uua.org/sharpstory.  
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INTRODUCTION

A story of historic courage will be told this fall. Martha and Waitstill Sharp, 
two young Unitarians, stood up against injustice to defy the Nazis and res-
cue dissidents, Jews, and other refugees during World War II. Their bravery 
and sacrifices have inspired a new Ken Burns film, Defying the Nazis: The 
Sharps’ War scheduled for broadcast by PBS in September 2016. Beacon 
Press is publishing an accompanying book by the same title. Now that the 
story of the Sharps’ example will by widely shared for the first time, our faith 
communities have a unique opportunity to advance UU values of justice, 
compassion, and equity in the world.

The religious bigotry and international refugee crises which the Sharps faced 
echoes into today’s political environment. Following the 2001 bombing of 
New York’s World Trade Center, Islamophobia emerged and surged across 
our nation. Leading up to the 2016 U.S. presidential election, divisive can-
didates have called for a religious test for refugees, a ban on Muslim immi-
grants, and the surveillance and profiling of Muslim citizens and neighbor-
hoods. In this time of rising racism and scapegoating, Unitarian Universalists 
are called to stand in solidarity with our Muslim neighbors.

Working together with Ken Burns and Artemis Joukowsky III, grandson of the 
Sharps, the Unitarian Universalist Association and the Unitarian Universalist 
Service Committee have created this guide to help local UU leaders around 
the country organize events to counter Islamophobia at home and become 
allies to Muslim refugees around the world. This toolkit can be used by 
congregations and groups (e.g., college campus groups); we hope the toolkit 
will inspire and guide Unitarian Universalist to carry on the Sharps’ legacy 
and stand against bigotry in hundreds of UU and interfaith events across the 
country around the time of the film’s television premiere. 

This guide has two companion resources:

We Who Defy Hate: An Interfaith Exercise in Creating Social Action 
This experiential exercise is designed to support people of different faith 
traditions who want to find places of common ground and solidarity in the 
service of social justice and action, grounded in the themes of the Defying 
the Nazis film and book. Detailed guidelines make it possible for you to do 
this in your own community. Developed by the Fahs Collaborative Laboratory 
for Innovation in Faith Formation at Meadville Lombard Theological School.

Building Bridges: UUSC Refugee Support and Advocacy Toolkit 
This toolkit offers background on the current refugee situation in Europe and 
North America, as well as detailed information about the many ways UU 
groups and congregations can demonstrate solidarity and advocate for a dif-
ferent approach to this critical human rights issue. Created by the Unitarian 
Universalist Service Committee.



4

Ours the years’ memorial store,

honored days and names we reckon,

days of comrades gone before,

lives that speak and deeds that beckon.

“Rank By Rank Again We Stand,” Hymn 358 in Singing the Living Tradition

May the  
faithful courage 

that inspired  
Martha and  

Waitstill Sharp 
come alive  
in us today
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ECHOES OF THE PAST – A CALL FOR SOLIDARITY 

The Sharps lobbied the U.S. government to take in a larger number of 
refugees fleeing Nazi persecution in Czechoslovakia and elsewhere. If more 
people had listened, many thousands of lives might have been spared from 
the Holocaust. Today we face a similar moral test, as the world experiences 
the largest refugee crisis since World War II. How will future generations re-
gard us if we fail to heed the call of the Sharps’ courageous witness?

In 1939, Martha and Waitstill Sharp left the safety of their home in Wellesley, 
Massachusetts and flew to war-torn Europe, following the request of the 
newly formed Unitarian Service Committee. In Nazi-occupied Prague and 
Lisbon, the Sharps risked their lives to help feed, shelter, and rescue thou-
sands, including anti-Nazi dissidents, Jews, and refugee children. 

In Europe, the Sharps did not have to act alone. They joined a diverse van-
guard of activists of many faiths and nationalities who were working to pro-
tect victims of Nazi persecution. These partners, to name only a few, includ-
ed the Jewish Labor Committee, the American Friends Service Committee, 
American journalist Varian Fry, and German Jewish dissident and economist 
Albert O. Hirschman.

When the Sharps set out from home in 1939, it is estimated that 150,000 
German Jews had already been displaced from their homes by Nazi perse-
cution. To do something to help them, however, the Sharps and their allies 
had to contend against a rising tide of xenophobic and anti-Semitic senti-
ment in the United States that harshly opposed the admission of refugees. 
For example, in 1939, when the Sharps first went to Europe, the Wagner-
Rogers Bill was proposed in Congress.  Its passage would have saved the 
lives of 10,000 Jewish refugee children. Among these children could have 
been Anne Frank, whose parents had already applied for her admission to 
the United States. But the bill was defeated. As we well know, Frank and 
innumerable others trapped in Germany were eventually killed. Also in 1939, 
more than 900 refugees aboard the MS St. Louis were turned away from the 
U.S. and sent back to Europe—many of them, too, to their deaths. 

In rhetoric that could have been lifted from today’s headlines, among the 
reasons U.S. politicians gave at the time for refusing these refugees was the 
fear that they might prove to be clandestine “Nazi agents” who would imperil 
national security.

Today, the world is experiencing the largest refugee crisis since World War II. 
Millions of people are being forced from their homes by the ongoing Syrian 
civil war. The victims of this conflict include but are not limited to Christians, 
Yezidis, Druze, and Muslims of every sect. We are faced with a situation that 
calls for the moral courage the Sharps displayed.  

To the martyrs  
of the Holocaust; 

 
To the revolutionaries  

of the Ghettos; 
 

To the partisans  
of the forests; 

 
To the insurgents  

of the camps; 
 

To the fighters  
of the resistance; 

 
To the soldiers  

of the Allied forces; 
 

To the rescuers  
of their brothers in peril; 

 
To the heroes  

of secret migration; 
 

To eternity. 
 

Inscription at the Yad Vashem 

Holocaust Memorial in Israel, 

where the Sharps  

are among five Americans  

recognized as Righteous  

Among the Nations.
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Now, as in 1939, refugees are being scapegoated for the very violence they 
are fleeing. Some politicians seek votes by appealing to the xenophobia and 
bigotry—this time, toward Muslims. In public discourse, elected leaders have 
accused refugees of being potential “ISIS recruits” and of trying to “exploit 
the refugee assistance program” (a similar charge to the baseless one lev-
eled at Jewish immigrants in 1939). Many U.S. governors have refused to 
resettle any Syrian families in their states.

And yet, Islamophobic rhetoric from politicians seems to get uglier by the 
month. Positions once relegated to the extremist fringe are seeping into the 
mainstream. Politicians are openly suggesting that law enforcement should 
patrol and profile Muslim neighborhoods and that Muslim immigrants should 
be “totally banned” from the country. Some have appointed members of 
known anti-Muslim hate groups to their inner circles of policy advisers. The 
rising temperature of anti-Muslim rhetoric and hate speech poses a direct 
physical threat at home to Muslim Americans, as well as to those who may 
simply be perceived as “looking Muslim”, including Sikhs, Arab Christians 
and others. Violence against American Muslims has seen a dramatic in-
crease since the Paris and San Bernardino attacks. 

Such hateful vitriol against Muslims is more than a series of isolated inci-
dents. It is, rather, an aspect of a broad pattern of xenophobia and racism in 
America society that says that some lives matter less than others. Politicians 
call for denying Muslim refugees safety in the United States, and our gov-
ernment denies asylum to people fleeing gang warfare in Central America. 
Some citizens demand and some leaders threaten mass deportation and 
other vile policies that would tear apart undocumented families and place 
the lives of asylum seekers at risk by sending them back to the places they 
originally fled. The immigration system of detention and deportation, more-
over, is only one part of a much larger complex of privatized prisons, mass 
incarceration, and militarized policing that disproportionately harms black 
and brown people in America and has devastated many communities of 
color.

In such times, for some people, silence and complicity may seem the more 
comfortable path. Yet, our Unitarian Universalist heritage and, in particu-
lar, the example of Martha and Waitstill Sharp, calls us to speak and act 
with moral courage. Their story told in Defying the Nazis: The Sharps’ 
War assures us that we do not struggle alone—that our allies can be found 
among people of every faith and none, and of every country. The story 
compels us to believe that fear and hatred can at times give way before the 
determined actions of faithful individuals.

This toolkit offers events and projects we can pursue in our local communi-
ties to act with moral courage and become allies to our Muslim neighbors 
around the world. Ideas suggested here give us ways to challenge the   

My heart is moved by all  
I cannot save: 

 
So much has been  

destroyed. 
 

I have to cast my lot with 
those who, age after age,  

 
perversely, with no  

extraordinary power,  
 

reconstitute the world. 
 

Adrienne Rich
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racism, Islamophobia, and xenophobia that threaten Muslim communities in 
the United States. Let us show that the light the Sharps kindled still shines 
today in our faith movement, and that Unitarian Universalists are willing to 
act in solidarity with people of faith and conscience to resist the tide of  
hatred and fear.

•	 To find this toolkit online, visit uua.org/sharpstory

•	 For more information about the film and to watch the trailer,  
visit: defyingthenazis.org

“Share what your congregation is planning at uua.org/sharpstory.  
Together, we will defy hatred and bigotry and take action for justice 
and solidarity.” 

http://uua.org/sharpstory
http://defyingthenazis.org
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TAKING ACTION: EVENT IDEAS

When the story of the Sharps airs on PBS stations around the country, UUs 
across the United States will be ready to honor their legacy and to confront 
bigotry and injustice today. Congregations should schedule their actions for 
the time span two weeks before the film’s release through two weeks after, 
in order to be a part of this nationwide effort and to speak together, with one 
voice, against Islamophobia and xenophobia. It takes time to ensure visibility 
and turnout for an event, so it’s never too early to start using the resources in 
this toolkit to plan.

•	 Projected PBS broadcast date: September 20, 2016

•	 Projected Beacon Press publication date: September 6, 2016

This section features a few ideas for events that your congregation can  
organize. Check uua.org/sharpstory for stories of congregations and  
contemporary UUs who have made some of these idaes come to life!

SOLIDARITY EVENT WITH MUSLIM NEIGHBORS

One of the most effective gestures of solidarity is to join together with Mus-
lim members of our communities to express our support and demonstrate 
the power of love in the face of bigotry and fear. Already, Unitarian Universal-
ists have organized peace vigils and marches in alliance with Muslim neigh-
bors to share this message face-to-face and through the media. UUs from 
East Greenwich, RI gathered for a community vigil to honor Muslims, par-
ticularly recently arrived refugees. In Santa Barbara, CA, UUs joined the local 
Islamic Society and other community members to march through the streets 
with a message of welcome and peace in the face of anti-Muslim sentiment. 

In your local community, seek out partners to organize an interfaith event to 
show solidarity and counter Islamophobia. 

10 STEPS TO ORGANIZING A SOLIDARITY EVENT 

1. Get a team together. You’ll probably want two to four committed vol-
unteers from your UU community to plan the event. Ideally, you’ll have a 
mix of experienced leaders and others stepping up for the first time.  
 
Tip: Ground your team. With your volunteers, reflect as a group on why 
you are committed to this work. Please see the Grounding Your Team 
section below for some ideas on how to structure this conversation.

2. Find partners. Reach out to local mosques, synagogues, temples, and 
churches. Contact nearby offices of the Council on American Islamic 
Relations and the Jewish Federation to ask if they’re interested in co-

On the birthday of the world 
I begin to contemplate 

what I have done  
and leftundone, […] 

How much have 
I dared in opposition? 

How much have I put on  
the line for freedom? […] 

As these freedoms are 
pared,sliced and diced, 

where have I spoken out? 
Who have I tried  

to move? […] 
  

 
Marge Piercy,  

“The Birthday of the World” 

http://uua.org/sharpstory
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organizing an event, co-hosting with your group, or helping to publicize 
the event later on. Invest time in this relationship-building. It may lead to 
greater impact than this one event.  
 
The Pluralism Project at Harvard University maintains on online di-
rectory of religious centers searchable by faith tradition and metro area. 
This can be a useful resource for finding interfaith allies at synagogues, 
churches, and Islamic societies and masjids (worship centers) near you.  
 
“The Fahs Collaborative at Meadville Lombard Theological School 
has created a guide to effective interfaith dialogue called “We Who Defy 
Hate.” See the Companion Resources section of this guide for more 
information.” 
 
Tip: Make sure everyone is part of the decision-making. Just asking 
“Are you okay with us doing this?” does not helpfully frame an invita-
tion to partnership. This makes it sound like the event is already going to 
happen and the arrangements are set in stone. It is far better to approach 
your partners and allies before you have a specific plan in mind. Share 
your goals and hopes for the event. Invite their thoughts on what would 
work best for everyone at the event.

3. Prepare logistics. In consultation with your partners and allies, pick a 
date and location for your event. Remember to consider accessibility 
and an appropriate time for young families, older adults, and people with 
varying abilities. Make sure there is parking available. 

4. Recruit participants. In-person recruitment within your UU community is 
by far the most effective way to bring people to your event. Call, or speak 
in person with, members of your congregation to invite them to join you. 
Use newsletters, posters, and announcements at worship and other con-
gregational gatherings to inform and attract your community.

5. Craft your message. Before you go out to share your message, you’ll 
want to think about how best to frame it. What speaks to your heart 
about this issue? What sparks your sense of injustice? Why are you, as 
a Unitarian Universalist and a person of faith, called to take action? Put 
these feelings into clear, punchy language. See the Sample Signage sec-
tion below for a few ideas. 
 
Tip: Make sure you have eye-catching and inspiring signs, posters, and 
chants you need to express your message. A sign-making party or similar 
event before the action can be a great way for people of all generations 
and diverse abilities and daily schedules to participate in the advocacy.

6. Share your story. Let local press (print, radio, TV) know what you’ll be 
doing. Send a media advisory in advance of the event or action and fol-
low up with a call. Engage someone from your own or a partner’s com-
munity to take pictures at the event to share afterward. See the Media 



11

Resources section below for helpful guidance. If your event is about 
refugees, you can register it with the Refugees Welcome Coalition, which 
is tracking events across the country

7. Take action! This is the moment you’ve been working toward. Congratu-
lations!  
 
Tip: Ground your participants. Before setting off on the march, or at the 
opening of the event, share a prayer, poem or song to launch the action 
in a spirit of love and justice. Examples of readings about moral courage, 
refugees, and immigrants can be found throughout this toolkit. More are 
available through the WorshipWeb Compassion for Refugees collection. If 
working with a partner organization, make sure they share inspiring words 
from their tradition, as well.

8. Share your story, again! Send journalists and editors a follow-up press 
release with photos. Send a copy to the UUA Communications team at 
pr@uua.org. They’ll be thrilled to hear from you.

9. Reflect together. Gather your team and volunteers, and make space to 
process what you’ve experienced. This will help make sure your event is 
an opportunity for UU faith development and deepening, connecting your 
efforts back to your congregation’s sense of its mission and future plans. 

10. Say “thank you.” Many people will have helped bring the event together. 
Thank supporters liberally! especially partner organizations and allies.

SAMPLE SIGNAGE

Here are a few messages that other congregations have used in solidarity 
actions. We offer them in the hope they inspire your own handiwork! 

Refugees Welcome    I Stand with Refugees 

Build Bridges not Barriers  Welcome the Stranger

We Don’t Have Religious Tests  
to Compassion

We Support Our Muslim Neighbors Let Go of Fear, Live in Love 

We Don’t Need to Think Alike  I Was a Stranger and You  
To Love Alike     Welcomed Me

See the quotes throughout this toolkit for more words of courage and  
prophetic witness, from many sources and traditions.

Signs in Arabic are also available through WorshipWeb. To download these 
signs, visit: uua.org/worship/words/image/signs-welcome-refugees 

Social justice insists 
that people are not their 
circumstances; they are 
their possibilities. Social 

justice deman`ds that 
all people, regardless of 

their birth circumstances, 
are entitled to a fair 

chance at life, that every 
person has the right to 
life, liberty and the pur-

suit of happiness. 
 
 

Donald E. Robinson



12

GUEST SPEAKER AND FUNDRAISER 

An important practical way for us to support our Muslim neighbors, particu-
larly those newly arrived in the United States, is to counter negative assump-
tions and provide financial support through a guest speaker event. The funds 
you raise could go to support groups that protect the civil rights of Muslim 
Americans, that promote interfaith solidarity, that assist Muslim refugees and 
immigrants in building new lives in the United States, or that provide humani-
tarian relief to refugees abroad.

Many congregations have already raised money and invited guest speakers 
to share their story. 

This event is a great way to open conversations within your congregation as 
to how you can counter Islamophobia. If you feel unsure of the level of sup-
port for a bigger rally or an interfaith event, this might be a good first step to 
build energy for future events. 

Photo courtesy of Rachel Wathen, Shawnee Mission UU Church. Used with permission.
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10 STEPS TO ORGANIZING A GUEST SPEAKER FUNDRAISER

1. Get a team together. You’ll probably want at least one other person to 
pull the event together. If you’re an experienced congregational leader, 
consider inviting a new, or less experienced, member to work with you.

2. Ground your team. With your volunteer(s), reflect on why  
 you are committed to this work. Please see the Grounding  
 Your Team section below for some ideas on how to  
 structure this conversation.

3. Find a speaker and non-profit of choice. Reach out to lo-
cal mosques, Council on American Islamic Relations (CAIR) 
chapters, and other local Muslim organizations to ask if 
they’d be willing to come and speak about countering Is-
lamophobia. If you can, offer an honorarium to the speaker 
to show respect for their time and contribution. 
 
In addition to your nearest CAIR chapter or another local 
nonprofit that combats Islamophobia, here are more sug-
gestions for partners who could provide speakers or be 
recipients of your fundraising: 

•	 A UUA or Unitarian Universalist Service Committee (UUSC)   
partner that supports recently arrived Muslim refugees and   
immigrants, such as the Interfaith Immigration Coalition; the Refu-
gees Welcome  Coalition; the Massachusetts Immigrant and Refugee 
Advocacy  Coalition (MIRA); or Exodus Refugee in Indiana, which 
recently won  a major civil rights lawsuit with the state government 
after the  governor tried to prevent the resettlement of Syrian refu-
gees in the state.  

•	 The Joint UUA-UUSC Refugee Crisis Fund  

•	 Other humanitarian organizations that assist refugees internationally,  
 such as Islamic Relief Worldwide, the International Rescue  
 Committee, or Church World Service, to name only a few. 

•	 Your nearest refugee resettlement agency. The UUSC has put  
 together some helpful information on how the resettlement process   
 works in the U.S. and provides useful contact info and maps to  
 find the agency closest to you. Please see as well the section below  
on Sponsoring Refugees: Some Basics. 

•	  If your partner in this event comes from a different faith tradition,  
 please check out the Interfaith Engagement Guidelines section below  
 for some helpful guidance from the Fahs collaborative on effective  
interfaith action.

download the signs at  
uua.org/sharpstory

http://uua.org/sharpstory
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4. Prepare logistics. Pick a date and time for your event, in consultation 
with your partners, the speaker, and the beneficiaries of the fundraising. 
Work with your congregation’s leaders to avoid significant clashes in the 
timing of your event.

5. Recruit attendees. This will be the most time consuming part of the 
project. Remember that in-person recruitment is by far the most effective 
way to bring people on board. Call, or speak in person with, members 
of your congregation to invite them to join you. Newsletters, posters and 
announcements in worship and other congregational gatherings are also 
useful recruitment tactics. 
 
Tip: You might also want to invite high profile local guests, such as 
elected officials, leading business owners, and other public figures. In an 
election year, your invitation will help put pressure on elected officials to 
stand up against Islamophobia and will build media interest.

6. Share your story. Let local press (print, radio, TV) know what you’ll be 
doing. Send a media advisory in advance of the event or action and 
follow up with a call. Make sure to have someone taking pictures at the 
event to share afterward. See the Media Resources section below for 
helpful guidance. If your event is about refugees, you can register it with 
the Refugees Welcome Coalition, which is tracking events across the 
country

7. The event! This is the moment you’ve been working towards.  
Congratulations!  
 
 Tip: Ground your participants. At the opening of the event, share a 
prayer, poem or song to help ground the gathering in a spirit of love and 
justice. You might also share your story of why your UU values called you 
to organize this event. You can find examples of readings on the themes 
of moral courage, refugees, and immigrants throughout this toolkit. . 
More are available through the WorshipWeb Compassion for Refugees 
collection.

8. Share your story, again! Send journalists and editors a follow-up press 
release with photos. Send a copy to the UUA Communications team at 
pr@uua.org. They’ll be thrilled to hear from you.

9. Reflect together. Gather your team and volunteers, and make space to 
process what you’ve experienced. This will help make sure your event is 
an opportunity for UU faith development and deepening, connecting your 
efforts back to your congregation’s sense of its mission and future plans. 

10. Say “thank you” and send the money. Many people will have helped 
bring the event together. Make sure to thank them, especially your visit-
ing speaker! Make sure to pass along the funds you have raised in a 
secure and efficient manner.

Migrants are not a threat;  
they are an opportunity.  

Poor people are the spiritual 
reserve of the world.  

 
Fr. Alejandro Solalinde
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DEFYING THE NAZIS WATCH PARTY/BOOK GROUP

Beacon Press will release Defying the Nazis as a book to coincide with 
the PBS release of Ken Burns’ film in September 2016. Both the film and the 
book are excellent resources to open a conversation about parallels between 
the Sharps’ era and our own and how we can best respond to intolerance in 
the spirit of the Sharps. 

5 STEPS TO ORGANIZING A WATCH PARTY/BOOK GROUP

1. Prepare logistics. Pick a date and location for your event. Often host-
ing at home is the most welcoming place, but remember to make sure 
there’s enough space for parking, or else guests can arrive by public 
transit.

2. Invite participants. In-person recruitment is by far the most effective 
way to bring people to your event. Call, or speak in person with, friends, 
family members or members of your congregation to invite them to join 
you.  
 
• If you’ll be talking about the book, make sure to share with guests  
 where they can buy or borrow a copy. You can purchase the book  
 through inSpirit UU Book and Gift Shop at uuabookstore.org, bulk  
 discounts are available.  
 
• If you are inviting allies from other traditions to join you for the  
 discussion group, check out the We Who Defy Hate’ Interfaith  
 Exercise in the Companion Resources section below for some  
 helpful guidance from the Fahs Collaborative.

3. Ground your participants. Before discussing the movie or book, share 
with your guests why you chose to host this event. It’s an opportunity to 
give witness to your Unitarian Universalist values and offer a personal ex-
planation of the big themes you’ll discuss. You might also want to share 
a poem, song, or reading. 
 
Tip: Please see the Grounding Your Team section below for some ideas 
for questions you might consider in framing this section. You can also 
find examples of readings on the themes of moral courage, refugees, and 
immigrants throughout this toolkit. More are available through the Wor-
shipWeb Compassion for Refugees collection.

4. Watch the movie and discuss, or enter into your book discussion!  

5. Say “thank you.” Send all participants a thank-you note the next day. 
Include links where they can find out more about the film, the book, and 
related organizations they may wish to support. 

http://uuabookstore.org
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 GROUNDING YOUR TEAM: A SHORT GUIDE

You may want to watch the trailer for Defying the Nazis together.  
Alternatively, read aloud—or have volunteers read—these efforts to describe 
Unitarian Universalist faithful action that various speakers voice in the film. 
Remember, taking action to carry on the Sharps’ legacy is a profound act of 
faith, helping to create a world more filled with compassion and justice.

SOME QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER TOGETHER MIGHT BE:

• Which of the definitions above most speaks to you, and why?  
• What would your own brief definition of UU values look like?

Then turn to: 

• Why did I decide to come here tonight?

 • What did that decision have to do with my identity as a UU?

• What previous justice-making experiences have I had with other UUs?

• What are some parallels I see between the Sharps’ time and today?

• It’s now been almost 80 years since the Sharps left home for Europe.  
 How will people look back on our era 80 years from now? What would I  
 want people in the future to say about UUs today and the role we played  
 in our time?

YOU CAN ALSO SHARE THESE LINES FROM A POEM BY ADRI-
ENNE RICH AND  
REFLECT ON THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS: 

In those years, people will say, we lost track 
of the meaning of we […] 
we found ourselves 
reduced to I […]

But the great dark birds of history screamed and plunged 
into our personal weather 
They were headed somewhere else but their beaks and pinions drove 
along the shore […] 
where we stood, saying I

• What are the “dark birds of history” in our own time? 
• What does this poem call us to do?

“I believe that the will of 
God is realized in the liberty 

of the human spirit.”

Waitstill Sharp

[My parents] were modest 
and ordinary people. They 
responded to the suffering 

and needs around them, 
as they would have ex-

pected everyone to do in a 
similar situation. They never 

viewed what they did as 
extraordinary”

Martha Joukowsky,  
speaking about her parents 
Waitstill and Martha Sharp
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OTHER EVENT IDEAS 

These suggestions might inspire other event ideas that you’d like to orga-
nize, which is great! Here are some other options to explore:

•	 Join the First Unitarian Church of Chicago and First Unitarian Church 
of Montreal and sponsor Syrian refugees. See the section below on 
Sponsoring Refugees: Some Basics for more information.

•	 Organize members of your congregation to volunteer with your local refu-
gee resettlement agency. 

•	 Create a worship service inspired by the Islamic tradition or focused on 
the plight of refugees around the world today. See the Worship and Faith 
Development Resources section below for more ideas. 
 
Visit a local mosque with a group from your congregation. Learn about 
how Muslims worship and the work they are doing in the community. 
The Pluralism Project at Harvard University maintains an online directory 
of religious centers, searchable by faith tradition and by metro area. The 
UUA is a member of Shoulder2Shoulder – a national interfaith coalition 
designed to assist people of faith standing up to bigotry and promot-
ing solidarity with Muslims. See their website for helpful information and 
upcoming events. www.shouldertoshouldercampaign.org.

•	 The UUA’s Tapestry of Faith curriculum, Building Bridges, offers useful, 
accessible background on Islam in Workshop 13 and Workshop 14.

•	 Use the UUA’s resources on the Sharps to lead a Religious Education 
class on Unitarian Universalists’ work for justice throughout history. See 
the Worship and RE Resources section below for more ideas.

•	  Join, or mobilize, a local interfaith organizing coalition such as IAF, 
PICO or Gamaliel Foundation affiliates, and join the national Interfaith  
Immigration Coalition. 

•	 Create and display signs in Arabic outside your building to welcome 
refugees from Arabic speaking countries and demonstrate your support 
for the broader Muslim community. Marya Converse has created a series 
of examples with text in English and Arabic for the UUA. You can see and 
print them here. Download shareable images for social media and other 
useful materials in Arabic from the UUSC Refugee Toolkit.

•	  Write to political candidates asking them how they plan to counter 
Islamophobia if they are elected to public office. See UUSC’s Refugee 
Toolkit for more detailed tips on messages to officials and current policy 
advocacy.

 

“The core belief of the 
Unitarian and Universalist 

movements is belief  
in freedom of thought,  

in the use of reason, and  
in tolerance of difference.” 

 
Jack Mendelsohn

“{Unitarian Universalism is] 
a faith that stresses that  

the shape of human history, 
the future of history,  
is in human hands.” 

 
William F. Schulz

http://www.shouldertoshouldercampaign.org
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Photo courtesy of Rachel Wathen, SMUUCH. Used with permission.

Not like the brazen giant of Greek fame, 
With conquering limbs astride from land to land; 
Here at our sea-washed, sunset gates shall stand 
A mighty woman with a torch, whose flame 
Is the imprisoned lightning, and her name 
Mother of Exiles. From her beacon-hand 
Glows world-wide welcome; […] 
“Give me your tired, your poor, 
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free […] 
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me, 
I lift my lamp beside the golden door!”

    Emma Lazarus, “The New Colossus”
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DEEPER ACTION: SPONSORSHIP AND SANCTUARY

SPONSORING REFUGEES: SOME BASICS 

Many UUs have been profoundly moved by the stories of people fleeing war 
and persecution around the world and have wondered if their congregation 
can play a role in providing refuge to people directly. The answer is yes; but 
the specifics of how to do so vary depending on where you live. This section 
provides some basics of what you need to know.

If your congregation is based in Canada, there is a program that allows 
your congregation to apply though the government directly to sponsor 
a refugee. This commitment involves identifying a particular family, help-
ing them to navigate the process of being approved for resettlement by the 
Canadian government, and fully providing for their basic needs and living 
expenses for the first 12 months after their arrival.

•	 The Canadian Unitarian Council (CUC) is an official Sponsorship Agree-
ment Holder with the Canadian government, which means that Unitarian 
churches in Canada can apply through the CUC to sponsor a refugee 
family. 

•	 Check out the example of the First Unitarian Congregation of Toronto in 
the Congregational Stories section below for a model of how this can 
work.

•	  See the CUC’s helpful information page here to find out how your con-
gregation can become a sponsor.

•	 The Canadian Government also offers a Refugee Sponsorship Training 
Program that congregations might find useful.

For U.S.- based congregations, the system works differently. The U.S. 
government does not have a program to allow congregations to identify and 
directly sponsor refugee families. Rather, each area of the country has its 
own resettlement office which takes primary responsibility for helping refu-
gees who have already been selected for resettlement by the federal govern-
ment. Some of these resettlement agencies invite congregations to co-spon-
sor families with them, but not all. 

The best approach, if your congregation would like to support a refu-
gee family, is simply to approach your nearest resettlement agency and 
ask how you can help. Answers to this question may range from providing 
English language services to helping families find housing or directly cover-
ing the living expenses of a refugee family. The UUSC provides a helpful 
resource that includes contact information and a map to help you find the 
closest resettlement office.

“No fixing, no saving, 
 no setting each 

other straight”  
 

Parker Palmer
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Sponsoring a refugee family is a serious commitment; you will take on a 
profound obligation to a particular set of individuals. The result can be a 
deeply rewarding experience for both hosts and newcomers. Before taking 
this step, it is important for a community to reflect on whether they have the 
time, funding, depth and longevity of commitment to see this sponsorship 
through to a successful conclusion:  the flourishing of a refugee family’s new 
life in Canada or the United States. Moral outrage at the plight of refugees is 
often a powerful motivation but not a sufficient basis for a sponsoring rela-
tionship; if your congregation is prepared to take that response to the next 
level and invest as a community in a family in need, then refugee sponsor-
ship is a path to consider.

A NOTE ON LANGUAGE AND APPROACH

Congregations that sponsor or otherwise support refugees are undertaking 
an incredible act of generosity by doing so, of which they should be very 
proud. It is important to remember, however, that Americans who are called 
to respond are not the “saviors.” People fleeing violence and persecution 
have a right under international law to receive protection in safe countries. 

Congregations interested in sponsorship are therefore encouraged to avoid 
using language like “adopt” or “save a refugee” that might unintentionally 
have the effect of belittling the people they are trying to assist. Rather, use 
language that reflects our respect for our refugee neighbors as fellow hu-
man beings with dignity. Perhaps the best way to do this is to begin in each 
situation by asking: “How can we help?” and then responding to the needs 
that refugee families (and resettlement agencies and our multifaith partners) 
articulate for themselves.

 

There are words like Liberty 
 

That almost make me cry.  
 

If you had known  
what I knew  

 
You would know why. 

 
 

Langston Hughes,  
“Refugee in America”
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SANCTUARY: A FURTHER CONNECTION

Muslims in America are not alone in being victimized by a xenopho-
bic backlash. Latina/o, undocumented, Central American and Chicano 
communities are also threatened with deportation, separation from their 
families and loved ones, and even death, despite coming to the United 
States seeking asylum from persecution and violence. Your congrega-
tion can pledge to protect undocumented people, families, and commu-
nities by joining the New Sanctuary Movement. 

The Syrian refugee crisis is one among many places in the world today 
where people’s lives are in danger because of xenophobic and nationalist 
political environments. In Central America and parts of Mexico, thousands 
of refugees and migrants are being forced from their homes by drug warfare 
that has taken over large parts of the region and routinely targets children 
and young people for forced recruitment or sexual slavery. When these asy-
lum seekers manage to reach the United States, they are placed in detention 
and have to present their asylum petitions mostly without legal representa-
tion and without any prior knowledge of U.S. immigration law. If they lose 
their cases, they are forced to go back to the very places and situations they 
initially fled. At least 83 asylum seekers deported from the United States are 
known to have been killed after their return to Central America, and there 
may have been many others.

Despite these proven dangers, the US government cracked down on asylum 
seekers in 2016, beginning with home raids over the 2015 holiday season 
which forced mothers and children out of bed in the middle of the night for 
immediate deportation. The continuing federal “Operation Border Guardian” 
targeted people who had originally arrived in the U.S. as minors. These raids, 
which may be sending people to their deaths, provide a terrifying foretaste of 
what could happen if campaign trail threats of mass deportation and shut-
tered borders are actually put into practice after the next election. 

Congregations do not have to be powerless in the face of policies that put 
lives and families at risk. Religious communities have a long-standing tradi-
tion of providing refuge to people fleeing persecution at the hands of authori-
ties. U.S. immigration enforcement is generally reluctant to raid a religious 
space, which makes our congregations a relatively safe place for people at 
risk of deportation. By joining the New Sanctuary Movement, you can pro-
vide shelter to undocumented families or individuals in need or relief today, 
or promise to shield a family in future from deportation should the need arise. 
You can also make a smaller but still significant contribution by signing up to 
pledge your support for the Sanctuary Movement in general. 

You can learn more about these and other options at Sanctuary2014.org. 
Check out the UUA’s New Sanctuary Movement (NSM) page.  You can con-
tact your nearest regional NSM coordinator here.

no one leaves home unless 
home is the mouth of a shark 

[…] 
 

no one leaves home  
until home 

is a voice in your ear 
saying leave, 

run away from me now 
i dont know what i’ve  

become 
but i know that anywhere 

is safer than here 
 

Warsan Shire, “Home”



23

Providing sanctuary is not a choice to be taken lightly. It can mean being 
able to offer shelter, clothing, and food to a family for an indefinite period of 
time, since no one knows how long it may take for a family to win their immi-
gration case, should they ever do so. Moreover, because they remain at risk 
of deportation virtually everywhere but the church grounds, an undocument-
ed family in sanctuary is not able to leave the building for any reason or for 
any length of time. Congregations have to be sure, therefore, that they have 
the financial ability, the sustained moral commitment, and the basic facilities 
(spare room, shower, etc.) to shelter a family for a long time.

That said, the good news is that the vast majority of families in sanctuary 
have so far eventually won their immigration cases, in large part because of 
the effective moral witness of faith communities.

Providing sanctuary is a profound way to honor the legacy of our other UU 
forebears who have violated unjust laws throughout history to affirm the 
higher law of conscience and to protect people in need. These prophetic 
ancestors include Martha and Waitstill Sharp and the many members of the 
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early Service Committee, Theodore Parker and the other 19th century abo-
litionists who sheltered people on the Underground Railroad, and the many 
UUs (along with their allies from many faiths) who participated in the original 
Sanctuary Movement in the 1980s, which transported and shielded undocu-
mented asylum seekers from Central America at a time when the U.S. gov-
ernment was openly funding and supporting the same brutal regimes and 
paramilitaries that were forcing these refugees into exile. Your congregation 
can be a part of the next chapter of this story that is unfolding today.

“If I asked you to do some-
thing where you knew that 

just a little of your effort, 
and a little of your contribu-
tion, would make it possible 

for you to really aid a fam-
ily to survive, let’s say for a 
week … I bet you’d do it.” 

 
 Martha Sharp

Photo courtesy of Rachel Wathen, SMUUCH. Used with permission.
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COMPANION RESOURCES

WE WHO DEFY HATE: AN INTERFAITH EXERCISE OF 
CREATING SOCIAL ACTION

Every faith tradition speaks to the idea of creating a more just and loving 
world. Living into that dream, however, is hard and complicated work. “We 
Who Defy Hate” is experiential exercise is designed to support people of  
different faith traditions who want to find places of common ground and 
solidarity in the service of social justice and action, grounded in the themes 
of the Defying the Nazis film and book. Detailed guidelines make it possible 
for you to do this in your own community. 

Developed by the Fahs Collaborative Laboratory for Innovation in Faith  
Formation at Meadville Lombard Theological School.

BUILDING BRIDGES: REFUGEE SUPPORT AND  
ADVOCACY TOOLKIT

This toolkit offers background on the current refugee situation in Europe  
and North America, as well as detailed information about the many ways  
UU groups and congregations can demonstrate solidarity and advocate for  
a different approach to this critical human rights issue. Created by the  
Unitarian Universalist Service Committee. 
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MEDIA RESOURCES

When working with the media, it’s important to know what you want to  
communicate. This short messaging grid is an example of how to develop 
your key messages to the press, as well as to participants in public events. 
If you have questions about media attention for your event, please email  
pr@uua.org. 
 
 

1 2

Key message message As Unitarian Universal-
ists, we are called to 
stand up for justice.

Whoever we are, each of 
us is needed to stand up 
against Islamophobia. 

Evidence Martha and Waitstill 
Sharp didn’t sit around 
when they were called in 
1939, and we are doing 
the same thing today.

Every small action 
counts – joining our 
event is part of a larger 
movement.

Evidence Congregations around 
the country are standing 
up against Islamopho-
bia.

UU’s have been work-
ing with Muslims and 
other groups around the  
country. 

What to avoid Getting lost in the 
movie’s story, omitting 
today’s issues.

UUs are doing this work 
alone.
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MEDIA ADVISORY TEMPLATE

What: [Name of congregation] and [partners] will host a [name the event: 
fundraiser, speaker panel, or solidarity event] in support of Muslim com-
munities.  
 
Describe the event that will take place including speakers and interesting 
visuals].

Why: The past year has seen a rise in Islamophobic rhetoric with various 
politicians calling for a religious test for refugees, a “ban” on Muslim  
immigrants, and the surveillance and profiling of Muslim neighborhoods. 
In this time of rising bigotry and scapegoating, Unitarian Universalists are 
called to stand in solidarity with our Muslim neighbors.

 
This event coincides with the PBS release of Ken Burns’ film, Defying the 
Nazis: The Sharps’ War, and the related book from Beacon Press which 
tells the story of Martha and Waitstill Sharp, two young Unitarians who 
stood up boldly against injustice to defy the Nazis and rescue Jews,  
dissidents, and other refugees during WWII. 

 
[Name of congregation] joins with Unitarian Universalists and interfaith 
groups everywhere in an effort to counter religious bigotry and oppres-
sion in the spirit and legacy of Martha and Waitstill Sharp.

When: Date

Where: Location

For more information, please contact: 
[Name of minister or designated media person] 
[Church phone, email] 
[Cell phone, personal email]

SAMPLE MEDIA  
ADVISORY 

 
A media advisory is  

designed to help reporters 
know this is an event you 
want them to attend and 

cover. Plan to send the  
media advisory to local 

media contacts 10-15 days 
prior to your event, and be 

sure to personally follow-up. 
Your media advisory should 

be engaging, straight  
forward and free of jargon. 
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PRESS RELEASE TEMPLATE

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

[Estimate of attendees] Gather in Support of Muslim Communities

DATE

For more information, contact: 
[Name of minister or designated media person] 
[Church phone, email] 
[Cell phone, personal email] 
City, State Abbreviation – [Name of congregation] and [partners] hosted a 
[name the event: fundraiser, speaker panel, or solidarity event] in support of 
Muslim communities on [date] at [location]. 

 
[Insert quote from minister about symbolic importance of event].

[Describe the event that took place including number of attendees, speakers, 
and interesting program pieces and visuals].

[Insert quote from speaker of event or partner organization].

The past year has seen a rise in Islamophobic rhetoric with various politi-
cians calling for a religious test for refugees, a “ban” on Muslim immigrants, 
and the surveillance and profiling of Muslim neighborhoods. In this time of 
rising bigotry and scapegoating, Unitarian Universalists are called to stand in 
solidarity with our Muslim neighbors.

This event coincides with the PBS release of Ken Burns’ film, Defying the 
Nazis: The Sharps’ War, and the related book from Beacon Press which tells 
the story of Martha and Waitstill Sharp, two young Unitarians who stood up 
boldly against injustice to defy the Nazis and rescue Jews, dissidents, and 
other refugees during WWII. 

[Insert quote from attendee about importance and significance of the event, 
why did they show up].

[Name of congregation] joins with Unitarian Universalists and interfaith 
groups everywhere in an effort to counter religious bigotry and oppression in 
the spirit and legacy of Martha and Waitstill Sharp and as part of a long his-
tory supporting vulnerable and oppressed people everywhere.

 

SAMPLE PRESS  
RELEASE 

 
A press release should be 

sent immediately following 
your events to your  

media contacts,  
a personalized email and 

a follow-up phone call are 
also encouraged. It is  

helpful to include  
one interesting,  

high-quality photo.
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SOCIAL MEDIA RESOURCES - #WEDEFY

Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and other social media outlets will be helpful 
tools to get the word out before your event, sharing or live-Tweeting during 
your event, and to tell your story afterward.

Make sure to take photos to share online as well as in your press release. 
You can also share pictures of you and your team getting ready beforehand 
to give others a glimpse of behind-the-scenes preparations!

Congregations should all try to use the same set of hashtags for these 
events, so that folks can see all the relevant events and posts in one place 
online. We are therefore asking you to use one of the following four hashtags 
in tweeting about your event:

• #Islamophobia

• #WeDefy

• #WeDare

• #CoUUrage

Below are some suggested tweets or posts to share.

•	 Called by our UU values, we are standing up against #Islamophobia.  
Join us tomorrow at 7pm at XX. More info: 

•	 Fantastic to see so much support as we support our Muslim neighbors 
here in XX! Part of a growing movement to counter #Islamophobia around 
the country. 

•	 Inspired by UUs Waitstill and Martha Sharp and their courage during 
WWII, we’re taking action to stand up against #Islamophobia today. Join 
us!

•	 Join us at XX to show that #WeDefy bigotry and stand in solidarity with 
our Muslim neighbors around the world.

•	 Help us show #WeDare to challenge intolerance by speaking up for refu-
gees and immigrants at XX in the spirit of Martha and Waitstill Sharp.

•	 Calling UUs and friends and allies to prove that #CoUUrage wins out over 
hatred and fear; join us in solidarity at XX.
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WORSHIP AND FAITH DEVELOPMENT RESOURCES 

You might decide to integrate the themes of this toolkit into a worship ser-
vice or religious education (RE) class. As some the Congregational Stories 
collected below make clear, devoting a Sunday service or RE class to the 
themes of Islam, religious diversity, racial justice, the refugee crisis, and the 
parallels between anti-Semitism in the Sharps’ era and Islamophobia today, 
has proven to be an excellent jumping-off point for churches who later went 
on to a deeper engagement in interfaith solidarity work. Ideally, the learning 
we do inside our congregations will nourish and supplement – rather than 
replace – the actions we take in the larger community.

COMPASSION FOR REFUGEES COLLECTION

•	 Compiled by the UUA WorshipWeb, this collection of prayers, poetry, and 
readings on the Syrian refugee crisis and welcoming the stranger can be 
used in any worshipful setting.

•	  If you write your own materials, please consider submitting them to Wor-
shipWeb for this collection (uua.org/worship/submission-form).

•	  Additional prayers, readings and quotes are found throughout this guide, 
as well as in the UUSC Refugee Toolkit. 

ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

•	 You can find RE materials on the Sharps for Grades 4-5 in the Toolbox of 
Faith.

•	 Young kids can also learn more about the Muslim tradition from the book 
Ayat Jamilah: Beautiful Signs; A Treasury of Islamic Wisdom for Children 
and Parents, collected and adapted by Sarah Conover (Skinner House 
Books, 2010).

HIGH SCHOOL

•	 The Chorus of Faiths curriculum, produced in collaboration by the UUA 
and the Interfaith Youth Core (founded by Eboo Patel), introduces youth 
to interfaith leadership. In this Tapestry of Faith curriculum for high 
school students, participants explore the question, “Who is my neigh-
bor?” using the story of the Sharp’s among others.

•	 Workshops 13 and 14 of the Tapestry of Faith Building Bridges curricu-
lum can be used to introduce middle schoolers, older youth, and adults 
to Islam.

Remember when you were 
few and oppressed in the 
land, fearing that people  

might abduct you, but He 
sheltered you, supported 

you, and provided you  
with good things 

- that you might be grateful. 
 

The Qur’an 8:26 
 
 

You shall not wrong  
or oppress a stranger,  

for you too were strangers 
in the land of Egypt. 

 
Exodus 22:21
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ADULTS

For adults, the Faith Like A River: Stories from Unitarian Universalist History 
resource is ideal. Those who would like to lead Adult RE courses or discus-
sion circles on Islam and interfaith solidarity might be interested in the fol-
lowing books and resources:

•	  Muhammad: The Story of a Prophet and Reformer, by Sarah Conover 
(Skinner House Books: 2013). The UUA has published a three-part dis-
cussion guide to accompany this book. 

•	 Children of the Same God: The Historical Relationship Between Unitari-
anism, Judaism, and Islam, by Susan J. Ritchie (Skinner House Books: 
2014). The UUA has created an accompanying discussion guide for this 
book as well. 

•	 The memoir of interfaith activist Eboo Patel, Acts of Faith: The Story of 
an American Muslim, the Struggle for the Soul of a Generation (Beacon 
Press, 2008). This book was previously a UUA Common Read, and cur-
ricular materials for engaging with the book may be found here.

•	 Peace and Unity Bridge, a project of UU ministers M’Ellen Kennedy and 
Laelia Tawnamaia, among others, seeks to cultivate a deeper under-
standing of Islam among non-Muslims. You can find some of their re-
sources for congregations or contact them for an event on their website.
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   THE NAZIS

UU ACTION PROJECT

UUA.ORG/SHARPSTORY

DEFYING

http://uua.org/sharpstory 

