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INTRODUCTION


There are some texts that live in our culture, even if most people have never read them. 
The Communist Manifesto is a good example. Everyone knows the phrase “You have 
nothing to lose but your chains,” even though substantially fewer people have any idea 
about how Karl Marx proposes that we get rid of those chains. 


Nietzsche’s “god is dead” is another idea that lives in the culture. Some are for it; some 
are “agin” it, but what did Nietzsche mean by that?


“Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” What does that phrase mean? Isn’t it part 
of the Constitution? (No.)


Now I know that some of you are thinking that my next comment is going to be a 
eulogy for the lost art of reading. But, it’s not. Rather, I think that these texts—or what 
nowadays we call “memes” from these texts—teach us that some creations can live 
outside their times, beyond their times, and even outside the constructions that 
created the ideas. The ideas they contain are bigger than the contexts they first appear 
in. 


These jumbled phrases add up to a cultural narrative. That is, a story that a culture tells 
itself. A story that lives in the minds of millions. Perhaps the story gets dismissed, 
disliked, or hated. Perhaps an idea is completely misunderstood—as is the case with 
Nietzsche’s “god is dead” aphorism. (Which I’ll consider next week.) But the ideas exist 
in and create the cultures that sustain them. 


This phenomenon is what I want to consider today—What social scientists and 
philosophers call the “social imaginary,” which is the set of values, narratives, and 
symbols common to a particular social group through which people imagine their 
social whole.  


Conservatives and progressives have different social imaginaries. The oppressed and 
the oppressor have different social imaginaries. The conventionally religious and the 
secular have different social imaginaries. All these groups are imagining different sorts 



of well-being; imagining different ways for life to be good; imagining different sorts of 
societies; dreaming different dreams. 


ONE


“Dream” can mean those images and sensations we experience when we’re asleep; it 
can mean the act of contemplating the possibility of something. It can mean wishful 
thinking. It can be a “pipe dream,” the origin of the phrase being the opium pipe.


Much of human creativity has arisen from one or another of those sorts of dreams.


We are imprecise in the way we use the word “dream,” and a dream can be a good 
thing, as in “I dream of a better tomorrow,” or it can be a bad thing: “You’re just 
dreaming.” 


The social imaginary is a collective dream, but we feel that it is somehow solid because 
we need it to be solid in order to feel safe. 


In Notes of a Native Son, the African American novelist and social critic James Baldwin 
wrote, 


Society is held together by our need; we bind it together with legend, myth, 
coercion, fearing that without it we will be hurled into that void, within which, like 
the earth before the Word was spoken, the foundations of society are hidden. From 
this void—ourselves—it is the function of society to protect us; but it is only this 
void, our unknown selves, demanding, forever, a new act of creation, which can 
save us—“from the evil that is in the world.”


Changing the way we imagine our society requires, as Baldwin put it, “a new act of 
creation,” but that’s scary because entering that creative space feels like entering a 
void, a deep hole. Yet, as Baldwin said, “it is only this void, our unknown selves, 
demanding, forever, a new act of creation, which can save us . . .”


The frightening thing about examining our own social imaginary has to do with the 
problem of our own identity—family, clan, nation . . . we locate ourselves within groups. 
We imagine ourselves in groups. But what happens if we begin to see one of our 
groups as confused or deluded? Or just plain wrong?


I suppose that one thing every US citizen believes in—imagines—is “freedom.” But 
how often do we define freedom? What happens if we discover that one group 
imagines“freedom” one way, and another imagines “freedom” another way?


Is freedom a feeling? 

Is it a set of expectations?




Is it a set of rights? 

Is it all of those and more?

Who gets it, 

who gives it, 

and who guarantees it? 

Is it freedom from _____, or is it freedom to ____, or is it both?


Who or what do we expect to create that subjective social imaginary—our imagining of 
what freedom is?


All of us live in a social imaginary—actually, many different social imaginaries. How 
many are there? 


Do we have the guts to jump into the void and create a new one?


TWO 


Are we willing to enter the void, the creative void where we face ourselves, the selves 
we do not know, and find . . . new legends, new myth; new myths and legends that do 
not coerce; myths and legends that allow people to be people yet call us to live better 
and let live better . . .


The Western Europeans who came to North America on the Mayflower—being quite 
full of biblical lore—made a covenant in the year 1620 called “The Mayflower 
Compact.” (A covenant was something Yahweh had made with Abraham, so they 
thought it was a good idea too.) 


The Mayflower Compact says this, for example—


Having undertaken, for the Glory of God, and advancements of the Christian faith 
and honor of our King and Country, a voyage to plant the first colony in the 
Northern parts of Virginia, do by these presents, solemnly and mutually, in the 
presence of God, and one another, covenant and combine ourselves together into a 
civil body politic; for our better ordering, and preservation and furtherance of the 
ends aforesaid . . .


They went on to write—


and by virtue hereof to enact, constitute, and frame, such just and equal laws, 
ordinances, acts, constitutions, and offices, from time to time, as shall be thought 
most meet and convenient for the general good of the colony; unto which we 
promise all due submission and obedience.  




There are several disturbing things about this little document designed to hold society 
together. Firstly, they didn’t make it to Virginia, which perhaps reveals one of the 
problems with patriarchy. 


But a larger problem is just who this covenant was “most meet and convenient” for. 
What are the hidden assumptions about what a “civil body politic” might look like?. 


The Mayflower Compact embodies a “social imaginary,” that set of values, narratives, 
and symbols common to a particular social group.


James Baldwin knew that we create documents such as the Mayflower Compact out of 
fear:


fearing that without it we will be hurled into that void, within which, like the earth 
before the Word was spoken, the foundations of society are hidden. 


As products of a particular social imaginary, covenants such as the one penned on the 
Mayflower are rife with cultural assumptions. 


Naturally enough, it’s impractical to spell out all the underlying assumptions, but the 
very act of imagining a covenant creates unstated cultural assumptions and expects all 
within the group—even those who don’t understand or agree with the underlying 
assumptions—to act according to the covenant. 


There is a “we” in a covenant that creates a “them.” Agreements within a social 
imaginary create an inside and an outside and exclusivity and excluded-ness. 


Was everyone—even on that one little boat— of the same mind and living in the same 
social imaginary? 


Not likely.


For many of the signers of the Mayflower Compact, one assumption was that men and 
women were not equal; another assumption was that their god was the only true god; 

another was their concept of property and who could own it and what ownership 
meant. Another assumption was that racial slavery was well and good. Another 
assumption was that what they believed should be universalized—they believed their 
ideas were so reasonable and so well thought out that everybody would eventually see 
the errors of their ways and agree. And on . . . Unstated assumptions. 


Their social imaginary was bound, as James Baldwin put it, “with legend, myth, 
coercion.”

 

Steeped as they were in the Western European reading of the bible’s myths and 
legends, the signers of the Mayflower Compact knew “the evil that was in the world.” 
That evil was the other, and that other was non-white, non-Protestant men; it was all 



women, even those in their own group. The chaotic, frightening other was eros and a 
hundred other human emotions. Those were the void that had to be held off. 


Here’s the thing: Most of the people in the United States today who make the rules 
they consider “most meet and convenient for the general good” . . . still look and think 
exactly like those signers of that document 


Not very imaginative, are we?


James Baldwin knew that the void is not the other but ourselves. Baldwin knew that 
only “a new act of creation” can save us.


THREE


As some of you know, the president of the Unitarian Universalist Association, Rev. 
Peter Morales, resigned this week due to controversy about a hiring decision that some 
considered racist—a white man was hired for a position rather than a woman of color. 
This started a chain reaction. 


My first thought about this is that the Humanists in Unitarian Universalism aren’t really 
shockable concerning such things. We don’t see the UUA as any different from any 
other fallible human collective. We don’t think “god” is shedding any more grace on the 
UUA than on the insurance office down the street. The UUA and the insurance office 
are equally responsible for their own moral decisions, and both have to step up and live 
up to the claims that they are making. 


In addition, for those who see the Unitarian Universalist Association as a social 
imaginary of love and acceptance, racist behavior is shocking.  But for those who 
recognize the UUA as a direct descendent of the social imaginary that created the 
Mayflower Compact, racist behavior isn’t very surprising.


Which social imaginary does the UUA inhabit? Or does it inhabit a whole bunch of 
social imaginaries, so many social imaginaries that basic understandings such as what 
is racist in hiring practice and what isn’t can’t be sufficiently articulated? 


If that’s true, isn’t the social imaginary failing, or even non-existent?


Good questions to ask. 


What remains to be seen is if a sufficient number of people in the Association are 
willing to hurl themselves into the creative void and face their unknown selves. 


Because, from where I sit, too many of us Unitarian Universalists have failed to see the 
most dangerous underlying assumption of that Mayflower Compact that still drives so 
much of our social imagining: the assumption that, actually, all joking aside, WE are the 
ones who have it right. 




Humanists know this: to universalize is to tyrannize. (More about that next week when I 
talk about nightmares.)


CONCLUSION


Back to my earlier question: Here in the United States, is that concept we call 
“freedom” part of a collective, over-arching social imaginary, or is “freedom” different 
for different social imaginaries?


Is freedom a feeling? 

Is it a set of expectations?

Is it a set of rights? 

Is it all of those and more?

Who gets it, 

who gives it, 

and who guarantees it? 

Is it freedom from _____, or is it freedom to ____, or is it both?


Who or what do we expect to create that subjective social imaginary—our imagining of 
what freedom is?


The Mayflower Compact was a dangerous and damaging document because the god 
that the white men on the boat worshiped saw women and people of color and natives 
as less-than. As other. Their god loved straight, white, Protestant men. 


(Go figure!)


Creativity begins with a hard look at all assumptions. 


Creativity begins with the realization that anything that can be imagined—including 
social constructs and covenants and nations—can be re-imagined.  


We Humanists think that you can’t wipe out all the other assumptions but leave that 
god concept enthroned and untouchable. What if, as we asked at the 100 years of 
Humanism conference last fall, "god" is a white racist? Change is imagination. And 
imagination requires a blank piece of paper. 


What sort of community are we, here at First Unitarian Society? I hope we’re the sort of 
community that listens to James Baldwin:


Society is held together by our need; we bind it together with legend, myth, 
coercion, fearing that without it we will be hurled into that void, within which, like 
the earth before the Word was spoken, the foundations of society are hidden. From 
this void—ourselves—it is the function of society to protect us; but it is only this 



void, our unknown selves, demanding, forever, a new act of creation, which can 
save us . . .”


In order to create a different sort of social imaginary, we must heed Baldwin’s words: “it 
is only this void, our unknown selves, demanding, forever, a new act of creation, which 
can save us.”


We must dethrone all the assumptions and all the gods. We must examine all the 
unexamined assumptions. We must covenant together to create a covenant with no 
hidden assumptions, however impossible that might feel. 


And we must work, always, to uncover those hidden assumptions, so that we can 
create that void where creativity occurs, where we can imagine a new social imaginary. 
One that respects all human beings as human beings, free in themselves. 



