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The Unitarian Universalist Service Committee (UUSC) advances human rights and social justice in the United States and around the world.  The founding of this organization is closely linked to the origin of the flaming chalice as a symbol of Unitarian Universalism.
The UUSC envisions a world free from oppression and injustice, where all can realize their full human rights.  Through a potent combination of advocacy, education, and partnerships with grassroots organizations, UUSC promotes economic rights, advances environmental justice, defends civil liberties, and preserves the rights of people in times of humanitarian crisis. 

History:

The UUSC has its origins in the responses of Unitarians and Universalists to the emergence of fascism in Europe in the years leading to World War II.  Both Unitarians and Universalists watched with apprehension the rise of Hitler and fascism in post-World War I Europe.  At the annual meeting of the American Unitarian Association (AUA) in May 1933, the year Hitler took power, the convention passed a resolution stating that Unitarians "greatly deplore the persecution of the Jews in Germany as a violation of equity, tolerance, and humanity."  Two years later, the Universalist General Convention adopted a resolution expressing sympathy for the persecuted Jews in Nazi Germany and noting their "abhorrence of religious and economic persecution." 












These concerns were not generally shared in the then-isolationist United States where anti-Semitism was widespread and even well-entrenched in the US State Department.  Immigration quotas for Germany and Austria would have allowed over 27,000 refugees to enter the USA each year but during the period 1933-1940 less than 15% of these quotas were filled because the Roosevelt administration created bureaucratic hurdles that encumbered this process.  
In October 1938, following the approval of the Munich Treaty by Germany, France, England, and Italy; Hitler annexed the portion of Czechoslovakia known as the Sudetenland.  Though the official onset of WWII is considered to be September 1st, 1939 (the Nazi invasion of Poland), citizens of Czechoslovakia may beg to differ.  The Unitarian leadership was stunned by the betrayal of a model democratic state whose first lady, Charlotte Masaryk, was a Unitarian from New York.  Moreover, the denomination had close ties to Czech Unitarians and to members of the liberal National Czechoslovak Church.  The desire to do something was strong and in December, the board of directors of the AUA approved the plan of Dr. Robert Dexter, director of the AUA's Department of Social Relations, for a "service mission to Czechoslovakia." 










In February 1939, Martha and Waitstill Sharp sailed for Europe as representatives of the AUA.  Waitstill was minister of the Wellesley Hills, MA Unitarian Church and Martha had a degree in social work. They arrived in Prague on February 23 hoping to help some of the 250,000 refugees who had poured into that city from the Sudetenland and elsewhere.  Within three weeks, they stood in the streets of Prague with thousands of others watching the Nazi troops march in to take over the whole country six months before the “official” onset of WWII. 












Within five months of the Nazi occupation, the Gestapo closed down the Sharp’s office in Prague, and soon thereafter the Sharps moved their operations to Lisbon, Portugal and Marseilles, France.  They brought a shipment of milk to children in the Pau region of southern France and facilitated the emigration of refugees, including that of writers Franz Werfel and Lion Feuchtwanger and their wives. In collaboration with the U.S. Committee for the Care of European Children, Martha arranged for the passage of 29 children and 10 adults to the United States.  The number of people ultimately rescued through the efforts of the Sharps, in collaboration with others, has been impossible to calculate with certainty.  It is probable that the number is above 1,000 and possibly as high as 3,000. 
The Unitarian Service Committee (USC) was established in May 1940 as a standing committee of the AUA. It would be a "committee to investigate opportunities both in America and abroad...for humanitarian service as may, in its judgment, seem desirable and wise." 
Origin of the Chalice Symbol: 

In April 1941, the Unitarian Service Committee adopted as its seal a flaming chalice symbol designed by painter and musician Hans Deutsch, a Jewish refugee who worked in the Lisbon office for about six months before emigrating to the United States.  This was the first use of the flaming chalice symbol by the denomination. 

Just as the Unitarians had ties to Czech churches, so, too, the Universalists had ties to Dutch churches and felt compelled to act.  In 1940 the Universalist Board of Trustees appointed an emergency War Relief Committee to channel financial support for relief activities. 

By mid-1945, the Universalist Service Committee was formed officially.  Within months, it had contacted the USC, its Boston neighbor, to propose a joint Unitarian-Universalist post-war European relief project in Holland.  Later, the two committees ran a shelter for adolescent girls and boys in Verden, Germany.  These were the earliest occasions of close cooperation between the two organizations that merged in 1963 to form the Unitarian Universalist Service Committee (UUSC). 

Throughout our history, UUSC has advanced human rights and social justice around the world, partnering with those who confront unjust power structures and mobilizing to challenge oppressive policies.  The legacy of Martha and Waitstill Sharp has informed and inspired UUSC members to respond to humanitarian crises, challenging modern forms of genocide such as that taking place in Darfur, Sudan.  The Sharps have been officially recognized by Israel’s Yad Vashem as “Righteous among Nations” for their efforts on behalf of European Jews.
Originally written by Ghanda DiFiglia, author of Roots and Visions: The First Fifty Years of the Unitarian Universalist Service Committee with contributions by Mary-Ella Holst, a former UUSC board member; extended and adapted for MVUC by Daniel L. Cohen, MD (15 September 2008); original content accessible at www.uusc.org
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