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Readings 

History professor and New Yorker staff writer Jill Lepore writes: 

Dystopia used to be a fiction of resistance; it’s become a fiction of submission, 
the fiction of an untrusting, lonely, and sullen twenty-first century, the fiction of 
fake news and infowars, the fiction of helplessness and hopelessness. It cannot 
imagine a better future, and it doesn’t ask anyone to bother to make one. It 
nurses grievances and indulges resentments; it doesn’t call for courage; it finds 
that cowardice suffices. Its only admonition is: Despair more. It appeals to both 
the left and the right, because, in the end, it requires so little by way of literary, 
political, or moral imagination, asking only that you enjoy the company of 
people whose fear of the future aligns comfortably with your own. Left or right, 
the radical pessimism of an unremitting dystopianism has itself contributed to 
the unravelling of the liberal state and the weakening of a commitment to 
political pluralism. “This isn’t a story about war,” El Akkad writes in (his book) 
“American War.” “It’s about ruin.” A story about ruin can be beautiful. Wreckage 
is romantic. But a politics of ruin is doomed.  

This article appears in the print edition of the June 5 & 12, 2017, issue, with the 
headline “No, We Cannot.” 

My vote for the greatest dystopian poem in English goes to “The Second Coming” by 
William Butler Yeats:  

Turning and turning in the widening gyre    
The falcon cannot hear the falconer; 
Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; 



Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world, 
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere    
The ceremony of innocence is drowned; 
The best lack all conviction, while the worst    
Are full of passionate intensity. 

Surely some revelation is at hand; 
Surely the Second Coming is at hand.    
The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out    
When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi 
Troubles my sight: somewhere in sands of the desert    
A shape with lion body and the head of a man,    
A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun,    
Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it    
Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds.    
The darkness drops again; but now I know    
That twenty centuries of stony sleep 
Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle,    
And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,    
Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born? 

  

  
 



INTRO 

Go ahead: shout out your favorite dystopian book, movie, or TV show! 

Many social critics have remarked on the plethora of dystopian books, movies, and 
television programs in recent years. The Hunger Games franchise, The Handmaid’s 
Tale, the Batman franchise, The Matrix, the Planet of the Apes movies, Terminator 
movies, The Man in the High Castle, The Walking Dead. The list goes on and on.  

Dystopia his even invaded children’s movies: in The Lego Movie, a greedy capitalist 
attempts to glue all the Lego blocks together.  

Dystopia is all over the media landscape—including just about every video game! 

Today I’m going to be considering why, and what is it doing to us?  

I’m going to blame jet-packs—you know, those things with tanks like scuba gear 
except the purpose is to fly through the air.  The history of the jet-pack outlines a 
maddening failure of reality to live up to our imaginations.  

Despite being a dream for decades, there still isn’t a practical jet-pack! I mean, the 
kind that’s really a jet, right? 

Building workable jet-packs; designing flying cars . . . and building just societies are 
hard work, and a mixture of both dreaming of the ideal and compromising with 
reality. Faced with that difficult work, it’s much easier to, as Jill Lepore puts it in the 
reading this morning, “despair more.” With William Butler Yeats, we sometimes can’t 
help asking 

. . . what rough beast, its hour come round at last,    
Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born . . . 

ONE 

But, no, actually, our burgeoning dystopian media is a lot more than disappointment 
over jet-packs and the lack of flying cars or frequent busses to the moon. As Jill 
Lepore phrases it elsewhere in her article: 



In its modern definition, a dystopia can be apocalyptic, or post-apocalyptic, or 
neither, but it has to be anti-utopian, a utopia turned upside down, a world in 
which people tried to build a republic of perfection only to find that they had 
created a republic of misery. 

The very real disappointment reflected in the flood of dystopias reflects our collective 
failure to create what in Christian religious terms has been called “the Kingdom of 
God” or in slightly more secular terms, “the Beloved Community.” Or, to frame it in a 
completely secular way, our collective failure to achieve a just society.  

“Despair more” is an easy and somewhat comforting response. Carrying on the work 
of justice is not easy.  

Our theme for January is  “Possibility: The practice of personal unfolding and 
prophetic vision.”  Today I want to consider how we stay resilient—personally and 
collectively—in the face of failure to achieve our vision. 

Last month I talked about two very different religious visions, one that led here in the 
United States to liberal Christianity and the other that led to conservative Christianity—
both theologically and politically. The liberal vision led to working for social justice in 
the here and now; the other led to a vision of this world as a fallen place where 
original sin rules and the only way out is death or the Second Coming of Christ. 

As I’ve said many times, I was born into the latter world view and grew into the former, 
liberal, world view.  

But the old messages don’t go away. One morning a couple of weeks ago I woke up 
singing an old Flatt and Scruggs tune that I heard sang with gusto in one of the 
Pentecostal churches I attended as a kid. The chorus goes like this:  

Get in line brother if you wanna go home 
Get on your knees and righten that wrong 
Then you'll be singing this old time song 
Get in line, brother, if you wanna go home 

One of the verses goes: 



Oh, listen to me, Satan, I have righted that wrong 
Got a one way ticket and I'm goin' home 
I've got no worries as I sing this song 
Get in line, brother, if you wanna go home 

(“Home” is of course heaven.)  

Looking at the lyrics online, it appears I’m misremembering or misheard or someone 
had improvised a variation, but I remember lines that went like this: 

Get in line, brother if you wanna go home. 
Jesus is comin’ an’ it won’t be long. 
Get on your knees ’n’ lighten your load 
Get in line, sister, if you wanna go home 

(In my dialect, which is also the dialect spoken by Flatt and Scruggs, we diphthongize 
some vowels—“bed,” “head.” We also turn single vowel sounds into dual sounds: 
“wron-ang” and “ho-om.”) One of the verses goes like this: 

I think I remember that song so well—one reason, anyway—-because it’s the first time I 
realized as a kid that words could have two meanings—“get in line, brother” is both 
“get in line for the Gospel Train to heaven,” and “get in line, brother,” as in “straighten 
up and fly right or you’re goin’ to hell.” (Another word with a diphthong.”) 

As Matthew 3:2 phrases it: “Repent ye: for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (KJV). 

So, in conservative Christianity, the Kingdom of God—or “the Kingdom of Heaven”—is 
either when you die and go to meet St. Peter at the Pearly Gates or when Christ 
comes back and establishes a post-apocalyptic kingdom here on earth.  

For the Pentecostalism of my youth, this scenario was about the fulfillment of a 
prophecy: Matthew 20:16: “So the last shall be first, and the first last: for many be 
called, but few chosen.” (KJV) 

As I said a few weeks ago, for many of the long-term poor and oppressed, this option 
appears to be the only way out. That’s why it figures so prominently in Pentecostalism. 
And that’s a vision that has become a chief export of the United States in 
Pentecostalism, Seventh Day Adventism, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Mormonism, and 
Evangelicalism in general. It’s an offering of hope to those who have no hope in this 



nation or on this planet. For some reason, the US manufactures lots of religions that 
export well.  

That’s one kind of “Kingdom of God.” There are two others.  

One is the liberal Christian focus on improving life in the here and now. This idea 
flows straight into Humanism and our dedication to social justice. Liberal Christians 
such as Episcopalians, ELCA Lutherans, Presbyterians, and some Roman Catholics 
also follow this path (though some of them also believe in a heaven after death). The 
best summary of this vision is in the UU song “We’ll Build a Land.” We’ll build a land 
where everything will be just and equitable. The US as the Beloved Community and 
political action as the way to paradise.  

Theses are the impulses that go into retreat with what Jill Lepore in the reading this 
morning termed “the unravelling of the liberal state and the weakening of a 
commitment to political pluralism.” 

There is one other option for a location of the “Kingdom of God.” In the Gospel of 
Luke, Jesus says: 

Neither shall they say, Lo here!  
or, lo there! for, behold,  
the kingdom of God is within you. (17:21 KJV) 

This is a much more Taoist or Buddhist or Stoic understanding of where peace and 
calm and good order can reside. The Stoic philosopher Marcus Aurelius called it the 
“inner citadel” and the Christian mystic St. Teresa of Ávila it called the “inner castle.” 

What all of these thinkers advise is that “practice of personal unfolding” that our 
January theme asks us to consider. An inner calm in a sea of strife.   

After all, speaking practically, prophetic vision and the work of social justice is 
necessarily always frustrated and frustrating.  

Each of us must find an inner core of resilience to keep up the good fight. And for 
those of us who don’t believe “Jesus is comin’ an’ it won’t be long,” we’re in it for the 
long haul, paying it forward to future generations right here on this planet.   



TWO 

Utopias and their opposites have a long history. The Garden of Eden is a utopia. The 
Promised Land of Canaan is a utopia. The Greeks imagined the Elysian Fields. 
Scandinavians had Valhalla . . . . The Christian vision of heaven or the Kingdom of God 
are utopias, and the Christian vision of hell is a dystopia, as is our world, fallen due to 
original sin.  

The visions go on. Karl Marx imagined a worker’s utopia. And herein lies a cautionary 
tale. Because when human beings buy into the idea of a utopia hook-line-and-sinker, 
wholesale murder becomes an option. The “counter-revolutionaries” must die. “Our 
jet-pack will be achievable, if we just kill those people.  

Russia. China. Cambodia. Sri Lanka. The Nazi attempts to create a pure Aryan race: “A 
new-and-improved jet-pack is around the corner with just a few more mass graves.” 

The British colonists planned on setting up a New Eden or a New Jerusalem in the 
American colonies, and those colonists concluded that the natives were counter-
revolutionaries and had to die or be driven off their real estate—so goes the endless 
cycle of utopia, dystopia—one person’s utopia is another’s dystopia.  

When the British colonies became the United States, the founders determined to set 
up a utopia for land-owning white men. That left a few people out of the utopia loop! 
No jet-pack for you! 

As many of the founders knew, Aristotle opined that there are three kinds of 
government: monarchy, aristocracy, and democracy.  According to Aristotle, all three 
of them have good things and bad things about them, and good can easily tip into 
bad.  

The dark side of monarchy is tyranny—one person saying “my way or the highway.” 
The downside of aristocracy is oligarchy—the rights and privileges of power are kept 
in that one-percent at the top. And the downside of democracy is “ochlocracy,” what 
we nowadays call “mob rule” or populism.  

The founders considered how to avoid the downsides. I’ve mentioned before that 
Benjamin Franklin called democracy “two foxes and a chicken voting on what’s for 
supper.” That fear of mob rule is why they created a republic.  



But, the downside to a republic is that it’s always an option for a frightened, 
unthinking majority to take power. I’ve likened Trump before to President Andrew 
Jackson. As the first populist president, Jackson was at the time disparagingly called 
“King Mob.”  And, yes, many of us consider that a “rough beast”—or several rough 
beasts—have recently slouched into Washington, DC.  

CONCLUSION 

It may well be that we’re living in the golden age of dystopias. There’s no reason not 
to enjoy quality entertainment. As long as we’re aware of what we are taking away. 

Here’s the challenge: the weight of culture in the US today is toward individual 
fulfillment, not collective well-being. We are being pushed toward thinking everybody 
can be a fox and there won’t be any chickens.  

Such a utopia is not possible. 

The societal push is toward subjective, personal “I’ve got mine,” not common social 
goals. The great flaw in the religious tradition that Ralph Waldo Emerson set in motion
—or at least amplified—was a search for personal authenticity and fulfillment. That’s the 
“original sin” in liberalism. That’s when “the kingdom of god in me” is all individuals 
care about. 

But here’s the thing: you, me, the personal and subjective, can be “authentic” and 
“fulfilled” in a totally authoritarian world. In a totalitarian oligarchy. You just have to be 
born one of the foxes. Or you just have to stay stoned all the time. Which a good 
many of our fellow citizens are attempting to do. 

Here’s the thing: whatever is happening to “you” and “me” and our subjective reality 
and your personal authenticity and fulfillment, the United States has gone to hell. We 
elected yet another “King Mob.” That’s why there’s a dystopia on every TV screen.  

Instead of giving the chicken a chance, too many of us are merely trying to keep or 
achieve fox-hood. That’s why dystopian stories ring true.  

That challenge is to achieve your own “inner citadel,” but then you’ve got to get up off 
your . . . yoga mat . . . and get out there and stop the dystopia. 



Just now the foxes are voting on what’s for supper in too many cases.  

Jill Lepore writes: 

Dystopia used to be a fiction of resistance; it’s become a fiction of submission, 
the fiction of an untrusting, lonely, and sullen twenty-first century, the fiction of 
fake news and infowars, the fiction of helplessness and hopelessness. It cannot 
imagine a better future, and it doesn’t ask anyone to bother to make one. 

No, jet-packs haven’t worked out as planned. Neither has visions of a just and 
equitable United States. Yet in this “untrusting, lonely, and sullen twenty-first century,“ 
helplessness, hopelessness, or submission are not options. 

We must be counter-cultural. We must continue to strive for the impossible.  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