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Reading:  a poem by the 14th-century Persian poet Hafez, “A Great Need”: 

Out 
Of a great need 

We are all holding hands 
And climbing. 

Not loving is a letting go. 
Listen, 

The terrain around here 
Is 

Far too 
Dangerous 

For 
That. 

Election Sunday: Healing our Democracy 

I have to admit that I’m worried and discouraged about the state of our nation and our world.  
It feels a little wrong to say this, as the minister, but I am heartsick.  I have been heartsick since 
last fall’s election.  I thought something would have changed before now, but instead we veer 
from one alarming episode to the next.  So today I hope to bring an antidote. 

Have you ever heard anyone say something like “I was just lucky that that tree didn’t fall 
twenty seconds earlier,” or “I was so lucky my cousin was visiting when I had this heart attack”?  
What you pretty much don’t hear is “I was just plain unlucky that I was standing there at just that 
moment.”  Why is that?  I’m not asking why we appeal to luck, but when something bad 
happens, what makes us actually feel fortunate that it wasn’t worse?  Maybe not at first; but after 
we’ve had a chance to come to terms with what’s happened, what we often say is that we were 
lucky.  It wasn’t worse.  What we’re saying, without being explicit about it, is that we know that 
bad things happen, we accept that as a given, and what’s important is the things that are on our 
side, helping us to handle it all.  

There’s another thing we do. Whenever there’s a disaster—and we saw this recently when 
Hurricane Harvey hit Texas, and hundreds of thousands of homes were flooded—we come 
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together to help each other out. Black or white, straight or gay, rich or poor, we don’t ask 
questions; we pull each other out of danger, into safe harbor. And it’s not just disasters.  It 
happens whenever our day-to-day routine is interrupted by something larger. The other day I 
caught a couple of sentences from an NPR report on what I think was the second-line parade in 
New Orleans Wednesday night to honor Fats Domino. The reporter was saying that it didn’t 
matter what anybody’s race or class was, or their politics; everyone was united in honoring the 
man and his music and in feeling the music in that moment. 

That’s the good news of my sermon today: that we are resilient—and that’s so important in 
these times—and that we can come together despite our differences—which is what we must do 
in order to protect and heal our democracy. Granted that both our resilience and our unity can be 
broken, but by nature, we accept challenges, we look for the good, and when it comes to the 
things that really matter, we unite. Sometimes we forget how much we have in common because 
our differences get in our way.  In truth, our political differences are not huge. The vast majority 
of us want all people to have what they need, and we disagree about the best ways to accomplish 
that. And if it sounds like I’m talking more about what things were like 50 years ago, when 
Democrats and Republicans actually talked to each other, rather than today, it’s because interests 
other than those of “we the people” have increasingly gotten in the way. Peoples’ voices have 
been overshadowed by the voices of corporate personhood and money as speech. 

The book Daring Democracy, one of our UU Common Reads this year, makes this point. The 
subtitle is Igniting Power, Meaning, and Connection for the America We Want [Beacon Press, 
2017], and those last four words, “the America we want,” are an important part of the argument 
made by the authors, Frances Moore Lappé, who wrote Diet for a Small Planet, and Adam 
Eichen. “Despite the repeated refrain to the contrary,” they write, “Americans are not 
fundamentally a divided people.  In the 2016 election, what drew many to Donald Trump was his 
pledge to side with regular folks against the elite populating ‘the swamp.’  At the same time, one 
thing repelling many people from him was fear that he would instead fill the swamp, accelerating 
the corporate takeover of our democracy. Our point is that Americans who are typically 
portrayed as being far apart were actually seeking a similar change” [p. 3].  “The America we 
want” means pretty much all of us. 

The authors go on to say that the challenge facing us is huge—creating a democracy that is 
truly accountable to the people in order that all may flourish and that the very earth can survive
—but that it’s not the challenge itself that defeats us but the sense that we are powerless, that 
nothing we do or say will matter.  It is precisely this sense of futility, they argue, “that … afflicts 
too many Americans across all political lines” [p. 4]. They wrote this book to show that a 
flourishing democratic society is not only essential but achievable. They show how we got to 
where we are today—through purposeful steps taken by anti-democracy efforts in the name of 
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free-market capitalism—and they chronicle the many Americans across many different causes 
and ideologies who are uniting in a Democracy Movement. Our Unitarian Universalist 
Association is part of that movement, with its current Congregational Study Action Issue: “The 
Corruption of Our Democracy.” And Lappé and Eichen want us to know that each of us has an 
important role to play. Not a duty, but a “rewarding, even exhilarating, role” [p. 5].  In a chapter 
called “The Thrill of Democracy” they describe the transformation and growth that can come 
with participating in democracy: you claim your own voice, you feel more invested, you feel 
heard, you discover deep connections with others who share your values, you learn new things, 
you realize your own power, you become a guardian of our democracy—our “only safeguard,” 
they write, “of basic fairness, healthy communities, and our irreplaceable commons” [p. 17]. And 
I want to lift up our 2nd Principle, the one our children are focusing on this month: justice, equity, 
and compassion in human relations.  It is our calling. 

There’s another book I want to tell you about. Parker Palmer, author of the best-seller Let 
Your Life Speak, wrote a book called Healing the Heart of Democracy: The Courage to Create a 
Politics Worthy of the Human Spirit [Jossey-Bass, 2011].  The title alone suggests that we should 
think of politics in a different way than usual—as worthy of the human spirit. 

Palmer says that we have to hold all of our divisions and contradictions with compassion.  He 
tells the story of John Woolman, a Quaker who lived in New Jersey in the 1700s in a community 
of Quakers, many of whom owned slaves and benefitted from their labor. Since Quakers believe 
in human equality, Woolman proposed that his congregation free their slaves. The community 
was unable to reach consensus on this proposal. What they did instead, though they were not in 
agreement with Woolman, was to support him and his family as he made trips up and down the 
East Coast to try to persuade other Quakers not to use slave labor.  Palmer writes that Woolman 
and the Quakers “held that tension, held it for twenty long years, until Quakers became the first 
religious community in America to free their slaves, some eighty years before the Civil War” [p. 
21].  In 1783, the Quakers petitioned Congress to end slavery. They had not made a quick, 
majority-rule decision—if they had, it would have gone against Woolman—nor did they ignore 
him or shout him down. Instead they talked about it as a community, and kept talking about it, 
and held the tension of it in their midst, as they worked toward new understanding. 

You could say that we here at First Universalist are doing something like that with the issue 
of the homeless people at our doors. We have differing opinions, and we haven’t made a quick 
decision, and we are holding the tension of it. 

Palmer describes a daylong dialogue program for people with differing views on difficult 
issues—one example he gives is abortion.  In this program people are not allowed to state their 
own position until the last hour of the day. Instead, they are coached in storytelling and spend the 
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bulk of the time sharing the experiences that led to their beliefs. Hearing each other’s stories is 
powerful stuff. Often these are stories of heartbreak, and often they create bonds between people 
on opposing sides of an issue. Palmer writes, “When two people discover that parallel 
experiences led them to contrary conclusions, they are more likely to hold their differences 
respectfully, knowing that they have experienced similar forms of grief. The more you know 
about another person’s story, the less possible it is to see that person as your enemy” [p. 5].  

Palmer goes on to describe what he calls “habits of the heart”—patterns of responding that 
we can ingrain in our hearts—that he believes are crucial for democracy to thrive. There are five 
of them. The first is to understand that we are all in this together.  We are all interconnected and 
interdependent, just as we affirm in our seventh principle, “the interdependent web of all 
existence, of which we are a part.”  Second, Palmer says we must develop an appreciation of the 
value of ‘otherness,’ so that our response to the stranger, or the one who is different, is one of 
welcome more than suspicion.  It’s important to hear every voice not just because that’s only fair, 
but because that’s how we get all the available wisdom! Third, we must cultivate the ability to 
hold tension in life-giving ways. When we allow differentness to frighten us, then we withdraw, 
or we write the other person off.  When instead we allow ourselves to be curious about what’s 
different, wanting to learn, then we can come to new understandings and new wisdom. Fourth, 
we must generate a sense of personal voice and agency.  Learn how to speak up, to say what we 
think, and to take action. And because it is hard for many of us to speak up, the fifth habit of the 
heart is this: We must strengthen our capacity to create community, because in community we 
can find support and we can multiply our voices and our actions. 

These habits of the heart are not simple techniques, and they don’t say anything about 
Washington or the power of big money, nor do they tell us exactly how we should vote on 
Tuesday. Instead they are ways of being, grounded in the heart, that can enable us to hear all of 
our voices and be open to our differences, and turn it all into creative energy. 

Our democracy today is under threat. We’re not in an easy place, and we won’t fix things 
overnight. But we can bring healing. And it doesn’t take knowing all the answers.  It takes 
caring, which comes naturally to us when we realize that we can make a difference; it takes 
engaging from the heart; and it takes all of us together.  

As the poet Hafez put it, “Out of a great need we are all holding hands and climbing. Not 
loving is a letting go. Listen, the terrain around here is far too dangerous for that.”  May it be so, 
and Amen.
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