
 

 

Feast, Fast, and Influencing the Outcome 
 

 
Service is the rent we pay for the privilege of living on this 
earth. ~Shirley Chisholm 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 
All of us are born into a world we do not understand. All human 
beings who have ever lived have been born into a world they did not 
understand.  
 
What has humanity done with the mystery of our existence? 
 
We have told stories.  
 
Stories that explain the origin of the universe. Stories that explain the 
origin of the things in it. Stories that tell us how to act in this 
mysterious, beautiful, and tragic world. 
 
Some stories are as old as the human race. Some stories are as new 
as the latest science. Some stories have agendas . . . 
 
All are stories.  
 
 
Not only are all of us are born into a mysterious and mystifying world. 
We discover worlds within worlds—a natural world and the social 



 

 

worlds of which we are a part. We cannot intuitively understand very 
much about any of these. 
 
One of the first people to tell me how the world worked was my 
grandmother, who was illiterate and had spent her life as a 
sharecropper’s wife and had given birth to eleven children. It’s not, in 
other words, that she did not know “reality,”  but her reality was of a . . 
. particular type. 
 
Eventually I figured out that she lived in a world without historical 
perspective—without time. She described her stories of her father’s 
service in the Civil War in exactly the same way that she told me 
about Noah and his flood. It was all just yesterday. Floods. Wars. 
Ghosts—everything that could be imagined in some way existed here 
and now. She drew no distinction between subject and object, 
between observer and observed. 
 
Her god was one that kept constant watch and kept a tally of every 
sin and every good deed. He handed out favors and rewards and 
punishments. Her god was like a European king.  
 
I found her world and her god frightening.   
 
  
ONE 
 
 
It’s good I think to reflect sometimes on those people who were 
formative in our thinking. The people who told us stories. And why we 
continue to carry those stories with us. The ones that we still believe. 
The ones that we don’t believe any longer.  



 

 

 
My grandparents. My parents. All my relatives were farmers. All were 
poorly educated. Many of them deeply believed in the form of 
fundamentalist Christianity that was popular in the Ohio River Valley.  
 
It’s not that they were uncritical. It’s not, as a I said before, that they 
did not understand a very brutal sort of reality. They had learned to 
survive.  
 
But I wanted to live in a different sort of world. I wanted to understand 
just what “reality”  meant. And I’ve worked hard to do that over the 
years.  
 
One of the things that I’ve learned is that there are at least two ways 
for things to “exist.”  One is existence without need of experience. 
Oxygen is like that. Canyons and mountains are like that.  
 
The second way to exist is an existence only in experience—fear or 
happiness, for example. We won’t deny those exist, but they exist only 
in individual consciousnesses. 
 
These distinctions get difficult. Energy and matter exist in the first 
sense—they are just there. Space and time exist in the second 
sense—they are relative to consciousness. Yet, space and time 
appear to exist more like mountains than they do like fear or joy.  
 
Now: fundamentalists of whatever stripe will argue that their god 
exists or does not exist exactly as does oxygen and canyons—that 
their gods are there whether we are experiencing them or not. (In this 



 

 

scenario, an atheist is merely someone who says “no, they don’t 
exist.”) 
 
What fundamentalists, or perhaps we should call them merely 
literalists . . . What literalists, be they Christian, Muslim, or atheist, 
miss is the other way of being—that which exists only in experience. 
In this sense, gods exist because someone experiences a god or 
gods—feels them.  
 
This feeling is no more valid or invalid than saying something is too 
salty or not spicy enough.  
 
Still, many gods are not completely subjective—because groups 
choose to agree on certain properties for their subjectivities, which 
we can call culturally conditioned experience. Groups agree to agree 
on some particular gods with particular attributes as a group. Thus, 
many god concepts are a shared subjectivity. 
 
My grandmother had agreed to experience a god that was much like a 
European king—only more so. This was the god agreed upon by the 
Europeans who had settled in the Ohio River Valley. My grandmother 
didn’t know that she had agreed to that subjectivity, but she had. As 
did most of my family.  
 
I have chosen not to agree with that concept. And I have spent quite a 
bit of time thinking about alternatives.   
 
One way to get our minds around this is to think about a holiday—
Thanksgiving, perhaps. Thanksgiving exists because whole groups 



 

 

agree that there is such as thing as the US Thanksgiving and that 
certain things occur on or around that day.  
 
Thanksgiving exists as a shared subjectivity—we all make it happen. 
If we all stopped believing in Thanksgiving, it would cease to exist, 
wouldn’t it? 
 
  
TWO 
 
President Abraham Lincoln also grew up in the Ohio River Valley. And 
he also knew about the god that my family has agreed for generations 
exists. 
 
The proclamation that led to the annual observance of Thanksgiving 
in the United States was issued by Abraham Lincoln in 1863, during 
the Civil War. He declared a day of "Thanksgiving and Praise to our 
beneficent Father who dwelleth in the Heavens.”  
 
Three subjectivities there: That the agreed-upon god is beneficent 
rather than malificient. That the god is male and has some qualities 
matching a male head of family. And that god has an address—a 
place called heaven.  
 
Three agreed-upon subjectivities. Lincoln himself may or may not 
have agreed with these subjectivities, but he knew that most citizens 
of the US did agree with them—had made them their subjective 
reality.  
 
 



 

 

In the early republic, days of fasting and prayer, called by George 
Washington days of “fasting, humiliation, and prayer,”  were times to 
focus the national will during tough times. This concept adds another 
subjective assumption: that god is more likely to hand out favors to 
those who “humiliate”  themselves. That’s a very old human idea . . . 
 
Governments have for a very long time declared days of feast and 
days of fast.  
 
We now have a National Day of Prayer the first Thursday in May. 
(What does it say about our society that feasting has continued as a 
tradition, but fasting has not?) 
 
 
(You may know that Lincoln set the LAST Thursday of November as 
Thanksgiving. It was Franklin Roosevelt who moved it back one week, 
to the third Thursday . . . in order to increase the number of shopping 
days between Thanksgiving and Christmas. Fasting is just not good 
for business, and the business of America is business!  
 
 
 
But let’s think about a shared subjectivity that is NOT there in 
Lincoln’s proclamation: a claim to know the “will of god.”   
 
Now, Lincoln was one of the deeper thinkers to have served as 
president. (The competition is NOT intense.) It’s not much of a stretch 
to say that he was a theologian. His deepest thinking went into the 
question of the “will of god”  and how to live according to that will.  
 



 

 

For example, he said this before he was elected president, in 1858—
warning it’s a bit racist, but so was Lincoln: 
 

Certainly there is no contending against the Will of God; but still 
there is some difficulty in ascertaining, and applying it, to particular 
cases.  
 
For instance, we will suppose the Rev. Dr. Ross has a slave named 
Sambo, and the question is “Is it the Will of God that Sambo shall 
remain a slave or be set free?”  The Almighty gives no audible 
answer to the question, and his (god’s) revelation—the Bible—
gives none—or, at most, none but such as admits of a squabble, as 
to its meaning.  
 
So, at last, it comes to this, that Dr. Ross is to decide the question. 
And while he considers it, he sits in the shade, with gloves on his 
hands, and subsists on the bread that Sambo is earning in the 
burning sun.  

 
Now doesn’t that just pretty well describe how most privileged people 
go about the work of discovering the will of one god or another? 
 
Lincoln calls us on our hypocrisy: the will of god that we discover 
pretty well allows us to live as we wish to live, doesn’t it?  
 
In other words, our gods very often underwrite our preconceptions 
and our prejudices.  
 
In 1865 at his Second Inaugural, Lincoln had said: 
 



 

 

Both read the same Bible, and pray to the same God; and each 
invokes His aid against the other. . . . The prayers of both could not 
be answered . . . 
 

Lincoln went on the say, “The Almighty has his own purposes.”   
 
Back in 1862 Lincoln said,  
 

In great contests each party claims to act in accordance with the 
will of God. Both may be, and one must be wrong. God can not be 
for, and against the same thing at the same time.  

 
It is perhaps a measure of the quality of public conversation in the US 
today that a public official could never say now what Lincoln said 
then. Nowadays “god’s will”  is what power says it is.  
 
Announcing the will of god, which also just so happens to agree with 
our own politics and prejudices, is very much a sport in the United 
States. It has been since the beginning. And it is true of just about 
every nation that has ever existed.  
 
I promise you that I will never engage in that sport. 
 
Wherever he was on the theist—atheist continuum, Lincoln clearly 
believed that it is up to each of us to discern what is right—ethically 
and morally.   
 
Notice that Abraham Lincoln, even though he declared a day of prayer 
and thanksgiving, does not make any claims for intercessory prayer.  
 



 

 

In Lincoln’s theology, what will happen will happen because of human 
action. It may or may not be the moral thing to do. It may or may not 
match the will of god.  
 
For Lincoln, our job is to figure out what is moral and then do that. 
Never knowing the will of god.  
 
  
THREE 
 
One of the Aspirations of First Unitarian Society is to,  
 
“Make the change we need for a more just, compassionate, and 
peaceful world.”  
 
Our work is to figure out what is just. What is compassionate. And 
what will lead to peace. And, like Lincoln, we don’t think various 
scriptures help all that much in figuring things out, because, as 
Lincoln said, “the Almighty gives no audible answer to the question, 
and his (god’s) revelation—the Bible—gives none—or, at most, none 
but such as admits of a squabble, as to its meaning.”  
  
Lincoln’s analysis of the human situation implies continuously making 
ethical and moral decisions in a continuously complex and confusing 
reality. It implies doing more than referring to writings from the Iron 
Age to find a path through the complexities.  
 
We don’t get the comfort of certitude. Or resignation. Or cynicism.  
 
Lincoln’s vision is of challenge and deep thought, not certitude.  



 

 

 
Lincoln had been through two great challenges that would lead him to 
such a stance.  
 
First, he knew very well that slavery was explicitly condoned by 
scripture. It says right there in Ephesians chapter six verse five, 
“Slaves, obey your masters with deep respect and fear. Serve them 
sincerely, as you would serve Christ.”   
 
There you have it! And, as you probably know, only two religious 
traditions condemned slavery previous to the Civil War: the Quakers 
and the Unitarians.  
 
Lincoln knew that scripture can be cherry-picked to draw whatever 
conclusion anyone cares to make.  
 
Second, Lincoln knew that most Americans had agreed to the same 
subjective understanding of god. The ministers, North and South, had 
gone to the same seminaries. The denominations, North and South, 
recited the same creeds. Both North and South prayed to the same 
god. But somebody was bound to lose.  
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
 
Ethics. Especially the ethics codified in laws—should be based in 
current circumstances and clear thinking, not preconceived ideology. 
Should be based in the realities we see here, now, not on the realities 
of the Iron Age. In other words, we need to tell ourselves new stories. 
 



 

 

Ideologies, right or left, north or south, merely perpetuate dissension. 
They don’t equitably solve the problems at hand.  
 
Problems are solved by clear thinking. By dedication to task. By 
looking at old challenges in new ways. By new stories. 
 
Outcomes—at least not in the realm of equity and justice—are not 
caused by prayer or fasting. Or humiliation or literalism. If that were 
so, as Lincoln knew, the South would have won the war. 
 
I think Abraham Lincoln’s theology works for everyone, from theists 
to agnostics to atheists. We are never going to know the will of god. 
We’re never going to agree on the nature of god. Or even if there is 
one. What we do know is that we can be like that reverend in 
Lincoln’s anecdote, kicked back and getting mine. Or we can get out 
there and change things.  
 
Shirley Chisholm said, “Service is the rent we pay for the privilege of 
living on this earth.”  That, to me, is all I need of theology in this 
case— I’m here and I owe existence itself. That’s the way we put our 
gratitude into action.  
 
 


