

PUTTING FAITH IN DEMOCRACY




A Sermon by Reverend Lynn Strauss


It is a blessing that our liberal faith was born out of a desire for freedom, religious freedom.


It is a blessing that our Principles and Purposes embrace democracy and conscience as core values.


It is a blessing to gather here freely consider matters of great import.

I speak to you this morning with hope in my heart…in two days, we will go to the polls to elect a new president.   This is an historic moment.  A moment when what has been wrong in our country might be transformed into something better.  
We are at a moment when we might tip the top-heavy scale of fear back toward the side of hope.  

We are at a moment when we might tip the scale of national and personal debt back toward caring, intelligent, fiscal responsibility.

We are at a moment when we might tip the scale now favoring the wealthy back to fairness and opportunity for those who struggle so hard they can barely access our democracy.
We are at a moment when human agency, technology and resources of all kinds might be turned toward saving the earth.

 We are at a moment when we might balance the scales of national self-interest with a true global compassion and cooperation. 

Yes, I believe we are at a moment of hope.


My hope isn’t simply in the candidates.  My hope isn’t in a particular political party.  My hope isn’t in change for the sake of change.  
My greatest hope, and my deepest faith is in democracy itself…the light of this hope shines out from the people who are taking part. The American people have been awakened.  They have come alive to their civic duty and to the possibilities of this moment.  My greatest hope is in the people and in the democratic process.  Our enlightenment, humanist, liberal faith has always held hope in democracy. 

Unfortunately in recent years, the people have abdicated, the people have fallen silent…but,

At last, the people are paying attention.  We are reading, we are talking around the kitchen table, we are participating in civic dialogue.  I have hope because of the sheer number of people who will vote in this election… it promises to be an amazing turnout.  I have faith because so many people have contributed small, sometimes sacrificial, amounts to this presidential election cycle.  I have faith because of all the people who have worked for a campaign, the huge number who have turned out for rallies, who have made phone calls, or emailed, or texted or walked door to door to get out the vote.


The American people have awakened- it is a moment we have been waiting for.  A moment when we might elect our first woman vice-president…or our first African American president.

It is a moment in which we can redeem our nation, name once again our finest values. Be once again as Langston Hughes wrote, “that great strong land of love”…”where never kings connive or tyrants scheme that any man be crushed by one above.”

“A land where opportunity is real and equality is in the air we breathe.”

In recent years, we have longed to be America again…not a country that is fueled by corporate greed and unimaginable debt. 

Not a country that wages a war built on lies and a coerced patriotism.  Not a country that tortures prisoners of war.  Not a country that looks away from the tragedies of war, away from the coffins of returning soldiers, away from the rising number of brain injuries and suicides of military service men and women.  Not a country that fails to repair a city after a devastating hurricane, nor a county that fails to build good schools or provide health care for  everyone.


We long to be America again.  A great strong land of love, where we care for our neighbor, we care for our children, we care for the sick and the hungry.  

Putting our faith in democracy means having faith in our institutions, in our form of government.  It means acting with good conscience, and being loyal to our founding values. For too long our values have been put on the shelf.
It is possible that in this moment, we can move toward restoring a workable separation of powers…that the executive branch will welcome the uncoerced consent of the people and be fully  and honestly accountable to congress and to the governed.   It is possible that the supreme court will become more representative and work to represent the views of all the people  modeling open and hard sought compromise, rather than ideological polarities.

Putting our faith in democracy means putting our faith in each other.  And it means, that our government once again puts faith in the people.  And that the people respond by carrying out the duties of citizenship.  To vote, yes, and then to continue the day after Nov. 4th to stay involved and demand good government, moral and ethical government.
The next president is not going to solve all problems we now face, no person, no administration can do that…at least not alone.  The worst thing that can result from this election is to hope for a hero or a savior in the White House. The worst thing that can happen is that we sit back and put all our faith in a new administration.


Voting on election day is a beginning in the exercise of our civic responsibility…on the day after, no matter who wins, on the day after, we must ask…what can I do for my country.  What is my obligation as a citizen?

In all the focus on the candidates, in all our angst and anger, in all our effort to comfort ourselves with distractions of all kinds…it is easy to forget this basic question. What is my obligation as a citizen?


As imperfect as America has always been, ask any native American, ask those among us descended from slaves, ask any undocumented immigrant, ask anyone living without health insurance, ask any woman who is paid less than a man for the same work, ask any child who is hungry…we all know the difference, we all see the gap, between the American dream, and the reality in America.

And yet, we share a vision, we keep the faith in our country.

As Americans, we are all obligated, we all carry a debt of gratitude.   Our debt is to those founding fathers and mothers whose words and acts of courage and vision still resonate:


We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their creator with certain unalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.  That to secure these rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed.


Are we not obligated to hold these truths, to live according to these truths, to work and witness, to fight with fierce love until all are truly equal, until all are truly free.   And in this global world, are we not to bring these truths to bear on all people everywhere?
Our debt is to those who died for freedom, who worked for peace, who built the cities and laid the roads, our debt is to the farmer and the teacher, yes that is what is significant about naming Joesphine the plumber- the impulse in doing so, is the impulse to recognize our debt…to all those who in some way, continue the promise of the American dream, American security, American creativity…all those who love this great strong land.

And our debt is to the land itself, to the rivers and the forests, the mountains…our debt is to the animals, the birds, the fish, to the earth, the rich soil which has given us food, which has given us life.
We Americans are blessed…we’ve heard it many times, “God bless America”, it’s not a trivial prayer.  Even in these challenging economic times, we have many blessings to count.  And we have the example of great men and women throughout our history.

As a nation, we are still in recovery from September 11, 2001.   That trauma, that horrendous loss, that shock reverberates in the national consciousness in ways difficult to understand or put to rest.  The collapse of the twin towers, the damage to the pentagon, the field where the third plane crashed in Pennsylvania…and the subsequent security lines in our airports, and the routine searches of bags in our museums, and soon apparently on our metro system.  The rush to war, and all that has followed…we have not recovered.


And we look to this election, to a new president to bring healing to a wounded nation.  We long to restore our reputation among nations.  To redeem our sacred values.  To remember and affirm our love for our country.  Our pride in our flag and in our national anthem, and in our constitution and in our government, and in our leaders…We long to be America again.


The great strong land of love that Langston Hughes spoke of invokes and implies a relationship.  It is the form of relationship that has its roots in the Christian faith…roots which can be found in every faith- the relationship first spoken of in the Mayflower Compact of 1620.  

“we covenant and combine ourselves together into a civil body politic, for our better ordering and preservation and to enact, constitute and frame such just and equal laws, ordinances, acts, constitutions and offices as shall be thought most meet and convenient for the general good of the colony.”


It is in our hands, and here we are in 2008 still trying to get it right…for the greater good…to restore the marketplace of ideas and of civic dialogue.  To provide for the general welfare.
Still we are trying to live relationships of equality and fairness, free of lies, and hate and fear…still trying to be a land of loving brothers and sisters.  


In two days time, our nation will experience a moment of great opportunity, a moment shared by young and old, by red and blue states, by all who act to put their faith in democracy.

There have been great leaders, catalysts for change throughout our history…among them some of our Unitarian Universalists forebears, Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Theodore Parker, Henry David Thoreau, and so many others, Sojourner Truth, Abraham Lincoln, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, John Kennedy, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., Rosa Parks…

Today, I believe the young people involved in this election have become the yeast that we need, the catalyst for renewed civic responsibility, the bread that will nurture a new strength, a new body and spirit of democracy…one that is pluralistic and global, connected and committed- they are awake and they are going to the polls in record numbers.

 I put my faith, my hope, in the power of the human spirit to rise up from fear and cynicism, and to heal.  I put my faith in young people who are once again entering the public square and breathing life into participatory democracy.  The majority of young voters know that we are not a Christian nation- we are a pluralistic nation.  I put my faith in the young people who know that the world is one world, that the world is one family.  May we all be nourished by renewed hope in the great strong lands of love the world over.

So May It Be/Amen

