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The Mural: A Symbol of Symbols 
A Sermon Preached to the First Unitarian Church of Albuquerque,  

By The Rev. Christine Robinson,  Minister Emerita 

May 24, 2026  

 

Reading: Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing, 
There is a field. I’ll meet you there. 
When the soul lies down in that grass, 
The world is too full to talk about. 
Ideas, language, even the phrase each other 
Doesn’t make any sense. 

-Rumi, translated by Coleman Barks in The Essential Rumi 

 

One thing I often do when I notice someone I didn’t think I’d seen before is ask,  “Are you 
new?  What attracts you to this church?”  Well, I have heard all kinds of things in return, 
from  “actually, I grew up in this church,” to “I know some people who go here,” to  I’ve been 
a UU all my life and just moved here, so here I am!”  But what I heard most often was this 
either,  “I came to this building for a community meeting, saw that mural, and knew I had to 
come back.”  Or,  “I came the first time, saw that mural, and knew I must be in the right 
place for me.   

I wonder how many of you could say something like that?    That is a powerful piece of art.  

The Mural as a Whole 
When people ask questions about the mural, they often focus on symbols that they don’t 
recognize…and we will get to that, but actually, the entire work of art is a symbol.  And 
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where it is placed: as the background piece of this sanctuary, that means that this is our big 
deal…our defining symbol.  This mural is a symbol of what we cherish and teach in this 
congregation.  Think about that for a moment.   

To me, the message of the mural is that there is truth and beauty in many of the questions 
and answers human beings have formed about the spiritual side of life; about all the things 
that we can’t know for sure, like our origins, our purpose, what happens to us after we die, 
and on and on.  These are are things that we can never know or prove, although for many of 
us we have such strong intuition or belief that it feels like knowing.  Still can’t prove 
anything, and therefore it is possible to cherish and hold strongly to our beliefs without 
thinking that we must be entirely right or that others must be entirely wrong.  (Nobody who 
believed that would put a mural like this in their sanctuary…their set-aside, sacred place.) 

This faith stance of openness to other truths and humility about our own, is not just 
Unitarian Universalist, and it is not just modern …we saw it in the reading, from the Muslim 
poet Rumi, for instance which is hundreds of years old.   But it is the organizing principle of 
our faith: we are enriched, rather than threatened by spiritual differences.  We gather to 
explore, celebrate, and live out our faith within a multi-religious, multi-spiritual community.    

When you suddenly have to explain Unitarian Univeralism to somebody…I Know…It’s 
hard…. Think of the mural.  You can even describe it.  “What do we believe at my church?  
Well…I’ll tell you that in our sanctuary there is a big mural of symbols of world religions.  It’s 
there because we think there is wisdom and beauty in many parts of world faiths…and we 
know we don’t have all the answers.  We don’t all believe the same things about stuff like 
life after death, and that’s ok.  We’re there to explore. 

This is a powerful piece of art.  

Mural Construction 

Here’s a quick history of the mural.  

It was commissioned during the building of the 
congregation’s second sanctuary, which is now the 
Social Hall.   This was 1964, and we only have black and 
white pictures of the first years of the mural.  But here’s 
a picture taken in about 2006.  One thing you might 
notice:   In the old sanctuary, we were quite up close 
and personal with this work of art, and when it came time to build a new sanctuary, the 
congregation was only willing to do that if the mural could be moved…and that took a 
miracle!  I’ll tell you that story in a bit.   
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If you look at the social hall floor, you will see where the floor was repaired after the mural 
was moved into this room…that area is a different color from the rest of the floor.    The 
committee that oversaw the renovation of the second sanctuary into a social hall was 
actually pleased that the mural would still be represented in a way.  That tells you 
something about how important this mural has been to this congregation.   

It was designed and created by Alexander Girard, a renowned 
fabric artist of the 1960’s.  Now, you may never have heard of 
Alexander Girard, but he was quite famous his art iconic of the 
60’s.  If you are old enough you will remember the redesign of 
Braniff Airlines uniforms and decor from the quasi-military look 
all airlines had in those days, to a very lively and fun-loving and 
very 60’s look. That was Girard’s work. It was infamous, as we 
said in the Day.  He lived in Santa Fe, and his collection of folk art forms the main collection 
of the Folk Art museum in Santa Fe.   

 

The committee that worked with Mr. Girard showed him two pieces of art that the 
congregation already had, both collages of religious symbols, and told 
him, “Something like this!”The larger mosaic of religious 
symbols was created by a Sunday School class of teens in the 
1950’s.  It hangs in the RE Chapel.   

The second piece is a ceramic tile work that was created by 
member, Carl Paak, head of the ceramics department of UNM 
in the 50;s and 60’s.  He created this piece and gave it to the 
congregation.  It hangs in the office.  

 

Our Mural consists of about 5,000 wood blocks, which were all cut from wood found in the 
communities in the Jemez mountains and salvage yards in Santa Fe:  fencing, doors, and 
building sides, roofs, and so on.  Most of the wood was found by the artist’s teenaged 
sons…their summer job one summer was go around looking for old buildings that needed 
tearing down and offering to do it for the wood.  All of the color is original to the wood; that 
is, it was not painted to make symbols on the mural.  The background blocks were all cut by 
a member of the congregation in his garage.  The symbol pieces were cut by the artist out of 
thinner wood and glued to plywood.  The symbols were bolted to the wall.  The background 
tiles were glued directly to the wall.   
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Getting the mural moved into this sanctuary was one of the harder parts of that project. The 
artists and art conservators we contacted either feared they would damage it or believed 
that it should not be moved at all because it was designed for the particular room that had 
been our sanctuary.  This building…the one built on the condition that the mural be moved 
into it…was nearly finished and we still had no idea how the mural would be moved, having 
run into stiff winds from the Albuquerque art community we had not anticipated at all!  In 
short, we couldn’t find anybody who would undertake to move it.   So…. in the course of 
events, one of our members was tasked with taking the Change For the Future donation to 
the executive director of the recipient for that quarter, , which was The Native American 
legal defense fund.  She mentioned that she had noticed we were building a new building, 
and upon hearing that it would be a new sanctuary, asked what would happen to the mural 
she remembered from attending here years ago.  She was told that the congregation 
couldn’t find an artist who could move it.  Well, she said, my son could probably do 
that…you should ask him!  And so, Stan Lance, member of the Laguna tribe and an artist in 
wood inlay, and his partner, an Anglo furniture maker who specialized in wood glues, were 
hired to move the mural.  It was moved, piece by piece, over the course of the first Summer 
we were worshiping in the building.  Every week we came to fewer tiles on the mural in the 
social hall, and more in here.  I could spend the rest of the morning telling you about the 
hair-raising decisions that had to be made along the way. (see this gray?)   The mural was 
rededicated in October 2014, and the rededication included the installation of a new 
plaque honoring Stan Lance, who moved it.   

The congregation had become aware in the early 1990’s that the particular symbols on this 
mural are heavily weighted to western Christianity and to what was considered in the mid 
20th century, the “great” religious of the world.  There are no symbols from Black Africa,  for 
instance, or from Goddess religions on this mural, although there are some symbols that 
harken back to the pagan roots of nearly all religious faiths.  No symbols were chosen 
because they are particularly loved by New Mexicans: the Zuni Zia and the Virgin of 
Guadelupe come immediately to mind, and furthermore, symbols that modern UU’s find 
significant, such as the symbol of Humanism, and the symbol of the earth seen from 
space, were also not there, the former because nobody suggested it to the artist, and as to 
the earth seen from space…. Because in 1964, that picture had not been taken.  

Still, it seemed that something had to be done, and 
in the mid 1990’s,  group of women fabric artists 
made banners for the old sanctuary to make up for 
that lack: they hung over the 4 side doorways.   Two 
are still displayed in the Memorial Hall.   
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In the design of this room, the Nichos were meant to be a place where symbols of other 
faiths and cultures could be displayed.  The current display, for instance includes a statue 
of Our Lady of Guadelupe, and the tools of science and reason, a picture of Doloras 
Huerta, as a reminder of the spirituality of social justice work.  The banners on the north 
wall belong to the congregation which rents from us, The Center for Spiritual Living.  You 
can see there’s a lot of resonance between the two congregations.  

    

Now, lets turn to some of the symbols.  We won’t have time to get to all of them, but we will 
leave a slide  show identifying them all up for you to check out after the service.  

I want to start by talking about this central figure, which 
represents the merger of the Unitarians and the Universalists 
which had happened the year before the mural was created.  
The logo of the merger project was this combining of the 
symbols of the two denominations into one symbol.  The 
Chalice side represents the Unitarians.  The flaming chalice icon was a gift given to the 
Unitarian Service Committee during World War II  It was drawn by Hungarian refugee 
grateful for the assistance given for his resettlement after the war.  

The second circle contains the Universalist symbol, which was at that time a cross placed 
off-center in a circle.  Before the merger, the Universalists considered themselves a liberal, 
non-creedal, Christian denomination, which emphasized God’s love and insisted that a 
loving God would not consign non-believers or imperfect people to eternal damnation.  
Period.  And, by the way, they didn’t have a creed,  because they understood their faith as 
being Jesus-centered but not Jesus-only, and had the same kind of humility around their 
beliefs as being their way but not the only way, was similar to that of the Unitarians of the 
day.   

Circles are symbols of infinity in every culture.  And, there is another, deeply 
meaningful symbol here: this seed or leaf or fish-shaped form which is created by 
the intersection of the two circles.  This shape is called a mandorla, and it is sacred 
to the Goddess on account of it’s vulva-like form and is also sometimes known as 
the gate of life and also symbolizes the meeting place of opposites and the truth 
that comes when what seem like opposing ideas or forces intersect.   
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And now we have our problematic symbol:   

What this figure most resembles is the flag of the Ottoman Empire, 
which is duplicated on many national flags of Islamic Nations.  
Although, it is rotated 90 degrees.  Probably a construction error.  
Serious ouch here.   

There are several star and crescent moon figures that are used on 
flags of Islamic nations, and have become associated with Islam as 
a faith,  and the symbol of the African American, Nation of Islam organization shows a star 
to the left of a crescent moon but in a slightly different configuration.   

Islam as a faith uses mostly geometric patterns, adhering strictly to the commandment 
about no graven images. In addition, the star and the cresecent moon shapes are, in the 
middle east, firmly associated with the Goddess, and the followers of Allah were just as 
eager as the followers of Yahweh to leave the Goddess behind them.   The congregation 
considered turning this symbol or teasing apart the star and moon in the moving of the 
mural, but decided to leave it as is and continue to explain the problem.  

Muslims generally prefer, when they need a visual icon,  to use a 
calligraphic version of the word,  Bismalah, which means, “In the name of 
Allah,” and is a word intoned before eating, before starting a project or 
beginning work.  This is a fragment of the mosaic of symbols our teens 
created in the late 1950’s  

 

What is unintentionally within the depth of this mural, though, is that, in depicting the 
symbols of the religions that had cachet in the mid 20th century, the artist ALSO depicted 
older and more universal human symbols.  The symbol that is not Islamic includes a five-
pointed star and a crescent moon.  Pagans, rejoice! Add it to the Zoroastrian sun and the 
Egyptian Ankh and the wood grain that, like the floor of the earth, is everywhere.  

Also. There are five crosses on this mural,  as well as three explicitly Catholic symbols.   It 
may seem that our artist was too embedded in his own, Catholic culture…and that’s 
probably the truth of it.  But with our hope to be appreciative and curious about our Mural, 
perhaps we can focus more on the depth of these symbols.  
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For instance, The Crosses on this mural are meant to 
being in various aspects of Christianity, but the cross is 
not just a Christian symbol, but a powerful and 
common symbol of spiritual humanity.  The 
cruciform…the cross form exists in the indigenous 
iconography of every continent.  Some religious psychologists say that the cross evokes in 
our unconscious the two dimensions of spirituality; the vertical, which points us to the 
divine which wells up in us and which seems to descend upon us, and the horizontal, in 
which God exists in this world around us, especially in people.   The usual form of the 
Christian cross emphasizes that transcendent, up and down dimension.   The equalaterial 
cross, on the other hand, is more balanced.   This symbol proclaims that there is a divine 
dimension to the world which sometimes wells up within us or seems to descend upon us, 
but equally sacred is the world around us and the love we give and receive from it and its 
people.  

One last comment about the symbols.  

Girard understood the Unitarian Universalists he was serving 
well enough to believe we would appreciate two secular 
symbols he wanted to add to his mural: the star,  which represented human 
aspiration, and the heart, which as you will remember, was one of his 
personal icons.  He felt that Love was at the center of all true religions….and 
we feel exactly the same way!   
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