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Since Washington, D.C., is having a lot of trouble making things happen these days, it 
occurred to me that I might do everyone a favor and take it upon myself to deliver the 
State of the Union address. I thought you might appreciate an hour-long speech from 
me, and we could hang a big flag and have Madame Speaker clapping up here behind 
me. In the end I decided to scale back my goals for this morning and just give a regular 
talk. But there is still plenty to be said about how things are going and how we might 
get through. 

It’s actually is a very appropriate Sunday for us to focus on the state of things. This is 
the weekend that we celebrate the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., both the legacy of 
his impact on the nation and the current revival of his more radical thoughts.  

We’ll explore that more in a bit, but first I want to note that today marks the two-year 
anniversary of the most recent presidential inauguration.  
Having made it halfway through the term is a milestone that produces mixed feelings 
at best. The country as a whole has more or less survived, but as you know, it is not 
well. Children are being held in concentration camps. Lifesaving health care and 
medicines are soaring out of reach. Global carbon emissions set a record in 2018. And 
thanks to people at the very top, civil rights are being eroded and open racism is 
resurgent; we have seen disgusting examples in just the past couple of days.  

Also, of course, the present chaos of a partially functioning government and a 
threatened “state of emergency” over a pointless wall is just the latest page in the 
authoritarian playbook. The authoritarian playbook aims to keep things disrupted, in 
order to try make our nation’s citizens desperate and fearful and divided enough that 
enough of them abandon democracy and embrace a would-be dictatorship, a 
dictatorship that serves the cause of greed. It’s worth mentioning that racism is a crucial 
ingredient in successful authoritarianism. 

We can hope that right now is the worst of times, that maybe we’re close to bottoming 
out. We can hope that the recent restoration of a semblance of checks and balances 
can start to stem the decline; it most certainly is not the best of times in any sense. 
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Our theme this month here at First Unitarian Society is “Possibility: The practice of 
personal unfolding and prophetic vision.” And possibilities are a very good thing to 
consider right now. As I was reflecting on this theme, I was reminded of my first-ever 
talk here at FUS, five years ago this month. 

In that talk, I spoke of how a nontheistic humanist might access the benefits of prayer. I 
offered examples of how we might use words to focus our thoughts and center our 
intentions – prayer as something aspirational, rather than an external request. And 
because I’m personally very good at imagining multiple worst-case scenarios for any 
situation, one of my stated daily aspirations was to ask myself, “What’s the best thing 
that could possibly happen?” I have since amended that aspiration to “What’s the best 
thing that could possibly happen from here?” to remind myself to accept the past, to 
accept what has already happened and keep the focus on the road ahead. On this 
troubled anniversary, it’s good to ask: what are the possibilities? What is the best thing 
that could possibly happen from here? 

Before we attempt to tackle that question, I want to ask another. I want to ask just how 
it is that we go about deciding what is possible. What are the frameworks and factors 
that influence what we see as possibilities? 

A little story. Back in the fall, a small delegation of us from FUS went over to Unity 
Unitarian in St. Paul for a presentation called “The Soul of Democracy.” One of the 
speakers was Dr. Bill Doherty, a professor of family and social science at the University 
of Minnesota. Bill is currently involved in something called the Better Angels project, 
which gets people from red America and blue America together in the same room to 
be civil and listen and find common ground. Bill’s a very smart man and a lifelong 
learner who is always looking to nudge the world forward, and one of the things he 
said during the presentation is that American liberals often make the mistake of 
wanting the United States to be like Sweden.  

When I heard that, I thought, ooh, guilty as charged. I’ve been to Sweden twice to visit 
my partner’s family, and it’s hard to not want to bring all the good stuff home – the 
quality of life, the highly educated population, the strong egalitarian streak, the 
harmony with the environment. “How can we make the United States more like 
Sweden?” is a thought I’ve had many times. Bill Doherty has nothing against Sweden, 
but he’s a very smart realist. Minnesota aside, the United States nothing like Sweden in 
terms of size, geography, demographics, or history, and it will never be like Sweden. 
We can certainly learn from Scanidnavian practices and values. But the point is that 
idealized possibilities are not always the most useful models, and may in fact be so 
unrealistic as to discourage efforts at change. 
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A big challenge with looking to idealized models for our possibilities is that they’re so 
seductive. Many of us were enculturated from a young age to be idealist. Dream big. 
You can be anything you want. If you can dream it, you can achieve it. Where there’s a 
will, there’s a way. Many years ago I heard or read somewhere that “where there’s a will, 
there’s a way” is only believed in America; in the rest of the world, where there’s a will, 
there’s a will. It’s also worth noting that, when Americans talk about dreams, they are 
almost always individual dreams, dreams about themselves, rather than dreams for 
larger communities. 

I want to be clear that I am not harshing on optimism. If I weren’t an optimist at the 
core, I wouldn’t get anything done; I probably wouldn’t even start anything. And for 
some people, idealistic thinking is highly motivating. But I tend to see it as a setup for 
disappointment or an excuse to disengage.  

The most famous words of Martin Luther King illustrate the appeal of idealism and 
utopianism. “I have a dream that one day even the state of Mississippi, a state 
sweltering with the heat of injustice, sweltering with the heat of oppression, will be 
transformed into an oasis of freedom and justice.” “I have a dream that one day down 
in Alabama, little black boys and black girls will be able to join hands with little white 
boys and white girls as sisters and brothers.” 
  
These are from King’s most famous speech, and one reason these words have enduring 
appeal is because they paint an image of problems solved without showing the work – 
the glory of a destination without the pain of a journey. (King was well acquainted with 
and wrote often about the pain of the journey.)  

The reality is that in the intervening years, the country has fallen way short -- Mississippi 
just elected a senator who joked about lynchings. Alabama schools have been rapidly 
resegregating, and nationally, schools are more segregated now than they were 50 
years ago. We all know about the dream, but wouldn’t it be better to focus on what 
kind of change is truly possible in a country with racism baked into its DNA? 

A few weeks ago, Kim Hampton, an African-American Unitarian Universalist who has a 
divinity degree, put a call out to white ministers regarding MLK Sunday. “Instead of 
preaching ABOUT King,” she wrote, “preach about the things King would have 
preached about; the American Empire. Preach about the multi-headed hydra of 
materialism, racism, and militarism.” In her blog posts, which were widely shared 
among our UU ministerial colleagues, Hampton encouraged us to not tell stories of the 
past, but to address the present prophetically, and to note how little has changed. And 
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she specifically said this: “Do NOT use the ‘I Have a Dream’ speech. I repeat, do NOT 
use ‘I Have a Dream.’” She added: “If you are going to use a King speech, it must be 
post-1965.” Hampton concluded her advice with this: “Please, as a favor to everybody, 
do not do the same tired thing and preach the palatable King.” 

King was very realistic about America’s deeply entrenched problems, but the palatable 
King is the idealizing King, with a focus on his brief mention of the impossible concept 
of colorblindness. The more that King pointed out America’s systemic, structural, and 
economic problems, the less popular he became. Little kids of different races holding 
hands is a sweet image, and on the rare occasions that it happens in America, it can be 
a sweet reality. Addressing the reasons we don’t see that image very often, from 
housing policy to the prison-industrial complex to how we draw our school districts, is 
not nearly as sweet, but it’s far more real.  

By 1967, King had shifted away from the hand-holding imagery and wrote this: 
“Whites, it must frankly be said, are not putting in a … mass effort to reeducate 
themselves out of their racial ignorance. It is an aspect of their sense of superiority that 
the white people of America believe they have so little to learn.” As King grew blunter 
about racism and spoke out about more economic problems and the Vietnam war, his 
approval rating sank. It can be hard to both be beloved and speak the truth. 
  
Continuing with Kim Hampton’s advice to focus on King’s post-1965 work, here’s an 
excerpt from one of his addresses from May 1967, less than a year before he was killed. 
He was speaking at a YMCA in Atlanta that served as a place for sympathetic white 
leaders to meet out of the public eye with black leaders. King had this to say about the 
next wave of civil rights:  
  

The new phase is a struggle for genuine equality. It is not merely a struggle for 
decency now, it is not merely a struggle to get rid of the brutality …. It is now a 
struggle for genuine equality on all levels, and this will be a much more difficult 
struggle. You see, the gains in the first period, or the first era of struggle, were 
obtained from the power structure at bargain rates; it didn’t cost the nation 
anything to integrate lunch counters. It didn’t cost the nation anything to 
integrate hotels and motels. It didn’t cost the nation a penny to guarantee the 
right to vote. Now we are in a period where it will cost the nation billions of 
dollars to get rid of poverty, to get rid of slums, to make quality integrated 
education a reality. This is where we are now. Now we’re going to lose some 
friends in this period. The allies who were with us in Selma will not all stay with 
us during this period. We’ve got to understand what is happening. Now they 
often call this the white backlash … It’s just a new name for an old phenomenon. 
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The fact is that there has never been any single, solid, determined commitment 
on the part of the vast majority of white Americans to genuine equality for 
Negroes. 

Based on how they voted in the last presidential election, a majority of white Americans 
still don’t have a commitment to genuine equality for African-Americans. I say this not 
to send the white people in this room on a guilt trip, or to blame equality-minded 
whites for the actions of whites as a whole. But this points to the importance of people 
of color having a place in the power structure.  

And these past couple of years, when I have wanted to know about the true state of 
the union, I have put the voices of people of color at the center. I do this because I 
believe and value their lived experience. The kind of anti-democratic maneuvering that 
we’ve been seeing, the fear of losing one’s freedoms or one’s life, suffering under 
unjust policies and practices – that’s the America that people of color have been living 
in the whole time. Kim Hampton points out that 2019 marks the 400-year anniversary of 
the first two dozen African slaves arriving in the American colonies. And blacks still 
can’t be assured that they can vote when they show up at the polls. So with humility 
about the limits of my social location, I turn to the thoughts and perspectives of people 
of color for how to resist and how to keep moving forward.  

One younger voice I’ve recently discovered is Nazia Kazi, who is a professor of 
anthropology at Stockton University in New Jersey.  
This quote from her reminds me of some of the glossing over of MLK’s legacy and 
beliefs. She asks: 

When did people start thinking “nonviolent protest” meant “candlelight vigils” 
instead of withholding your labor, boycotting, shutting down highways and 
roads, opening cages, breaking laws that are unjust? Asking for a friend. 

That kind of protest and power have barely been used the last two years, with most 
people of good conscience putting their faith in an electoral system riddled with flaws, 
a hyperpartisan political system gridlocked and awash in private money, and a judicial 
system veering to the right. Even when these structures are working at their best, they 
are structurally exclusionary. Just one example: It’s very exciting that one out of four 
House Representatives is a woman. It’s very disappointing that 25% counts as exciting. 

Even when fully functioning, our governing systems have been far too slow in 
prioritizing justice, and right now they are wobbly at best. Colby King, a Pulitzer-
winning African-American columnist at the Washington Post, has this to say: 
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The federal government, once a powerful legal and moral force to make real the 
promise of democracy, is in the hands of adversaries who seek to restore a 
hierarchy in which the interests of the bigoted, the xenophobic, the sexist, and 
the defender of white male privilege always come out on top.  

Earlier this month, a national gathering of more than three dozen key civil rights 
leaders, historians, and activists made a similar point. They wrote an open letter saying 
that the country faces the gravest danger to democracy and rule of law since the end 
of Reconstruction, and they wonder how best to move forward in “this hour of 
constitutional crisis and moral emergency” while honoring Dr. King. Their answer: “We 
must shake the foundations of our grotesquely unequal social and economic order.” 
They note that King, whom they refer to as “their beloved pastor and friend,” criticized 
the “false god of nationalism” and that he warned against “advocators of white 
supremacy, and the America First movements.” Dr. King would be right at home amid 
today’s headlines. 

And part of the good news and the hope that we can find today is that King’s more 
radical ideas are getting traction. King was a propoent of a universal basic income, the 
idea being to give poor people of all races some kind of economic floor. A universal 
basic income won’t be up for a vote in Congress anytime soon, but it’s the subject of 
several newer books and a topic of serious conversation among thinkers of a variety of 
political stripes. Also, the current economic turmoil and income inequality have more 
people thinking about how our country’s abundance is divvied up.  
King had this to say in his 1967 book “Where Do We Go From Here: Chaos or 
Community?”: 

The contemporary tendency in our society is to base our distribution on scarcity, 
which has vanished, and to compress our abundance into the overfed mouths of 
the middle and upper classes until they gag with superfluity. If democracy is to 
have breadth of meaning, it is necessary to adjust this inequity. 

And adjusting the inequity is suddenly part of the national conversation in new and 
surprising ways. One of the newly elected congresspeople, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez – 
a young woman of color – is not quietly sitting around as a new representative or 
waiting for more seniority to bring her ideas to the public. She has charged ahead and 
proposed tackling the problem of misdirected abundance with a marginal tax rate of 70 
percent on income earned above $10 million. Many advocates for the super-rich were 
quick to pounce on this as absurd, robbery, unfair, etc. But the general public, weary of 
plutocracy and aware that such tax rates used to be the norm, didn’t buy the spin. A 
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poll released by The Hill newspaper found that 59 percent of registered voters 
supported Ocasio-Cortez’s proposal. Urban, rural, north, south, male, female – support 
crossed all kinds of lines that we’ve been led to believe are insurmountable. Even on 
the red side of the red-blue divide, support was 45 percent. Amid all the dismaying 
news, this is a possibility King would be grateful to see.  

So, let me close by asking, what is the best thing that can possibly happen from here? I 
think there’s a lot that might be possible, if we ask the right questions: 

What if we think and act outside the entrenched systems?  
What if we aren’t afraid to make a little – or a lot – of noise and disruption?  
What if those of us in the majority listened more to non-majority sources of 
wisdom and took them seriously?  
What if we focus on the practical rather than the ideal?  

If we do some or all of these things, there are all kinds of possibilities, and the state of 
our union could be very different indeed. May we make it so. 
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