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Reading: 

 
Theoretical physicist  and mathematician Brian 
Greene writes of the human condition:  

“We emerge from laws that, as far as we can tell, are 
timeless, and yet we exist for the briefest moment of 
time.  

We are guided by laws that operate without concern 
for destination, and yet we constantly ask ourselves 
where we are headed.  

We are shaped by laws that seem not to require an 
underlying rationale, and yet we persistently seek 
meaning and purpose.”  

Brian Greene 

INTRODUCTION: Cynical and Hopeful  

I’ve been talking in the past weeks about the good that may come from the extreme 
social disruption of this pandemic.  

I, for one, am not nostalgic about the past. I’m not one of those in favor of getting 
things back to “normal”—as it was—even it we could. 

I am interested in what opportunities we have for building a better future. 



I admit that I’m a cynical person with a dark sense of humor. But I am those things 
because I see patterns to human history, for good and ill. I’m someone who believes 
that we must consider both the folly and the wisdom in the human past in order to 
understand present possibilities.  

So, what are some patterns? 

One discernible pattern is that a large part of humanity always minimizes the scope of 
looming threats. Hence the infamous, “the war will be over by Christmas.” We heard a 
lot of that early on. And many are still minimizing rather than facing reality. That 
human propensity doesn’t help matters. 

As I mentioned last week, this pandemic also teaches us how small our planet is. 
Never before would it have been possible for a disease to cut the Gross National 
Products of the entire planet in half. That realization leads to economic distress in the 
short term, but it may lead to some rethinking of how we do things as a species in the 
longer term. 

Today we are seeing just how narrow and petty the human mind can be; but we are 
also seeing how large the human heart can be. 

Sure, it’s a bit hard not to be cynical at the moment, watching the dark comedy of our 
federal government. But, lest we find that shocking, we can look at the real story of 
the American Revolution; or the beginnings of the Civil War. The muddled response 
to the Spanish Flu in 1918. The early years of the Great Depression. Or the first two 
years of the Second World War. 

The old saying goes that governments always plan to fight the last war. So, the 
scramble we’re seeing is sad. But predictable. 

Another discernible pattern is that major catastrophes trigger that most productive 
and destructive of human questions, “why?”  

That’s what I want to talk about today. The way we answer “why?” I mean how we 
answer “why?” and how others answer that question. Because the answers to “why?” 
are I think the greatest dividing force on our planet.  

  
Our theme for the month of April is Liberation, I would like to consider how we might 
liberate our minds from the mono-cultural lens all of us are born into. How we might 



learn to understand—even though it’s difficult to forgive—those who are clearly 
botching the national response to the pandemic because they of their answers to 
“why.”  

We all know it’s an ideal and a virtue to love our neighbors all around the planet. But 
in practice, it’s difficult to love even some or our own family.  

All because of that mono-cultural lens created by our answers to “why?” 

ONE: Nationalists and Evangelicals Overlap But . . . 

One reality that must be considered if we are to think 
more kindly about our world-wide neighbors is that 
religious practices are locked in socio-economic 
locations. Locations having to do with money, 
resources, connections, education, prejudices, and so 
many more factors.  

Religion is a stand-in for a number of social markers.  

We know much less about the religious demarcations 
in the United States than we think we do. Let’s look 
specifically at the deep divisions in the US for a few 
moments.  

The first scholarly sociological study of contemporary 
right-wing Christianity appeared only this year. It’s titled 
Taking America Back for God: Christian Nationalism in the United States. Its authors 
are two sociologists, Andrew L. Whitehead and Samuel L. Perry. 

Why is it the first scholarly study of the Christian nationalist phenomenon? Because 
most writing on the subject is polemical: for or against. Whitehead and Perry aren’t 
looking for the truth or falsity of the stance, only who has it and why.  

They break Americans up into four groups. Christian nationalists, at one pole, believe 
that their particular version of God created the United States for a particular mission 
and that American government must follow the dictates of that particular version of 
God. Or else! 



It’s a very old testament way of seeing things: the more Americans follow the will of 
this particular god, the stronger is the nation; those who do not follow their version of 
god weaken the nation.  

Christian nationalists make up 19.8 percent of the US adult population. The majority 
of that 19.8 percent are poor, poorly educated, and white.  

At the other pole are the secularists. That doesn’t mean they aren’t religious, though 
most are not conventionally religious. It merely means that this group believes in a 
clear and firm separation of religion and government. Those sorts make up 21.5 
percent of the US adult population. The majority of that 21.5 percent are materially 
better off than the average American; better educated than the average American; 
and white.  

Many if not most of that group agree with the reading this morning from theoretical 
physicists and mathematician Brian Greene:  

We emerge from laws that, as far as we can tell, are timeless, and yet we exist 
for the briefest moment of time. We are guided by laws that operate without 
concern for destination, and yet we constantly ask ourselves where we are 
headed. We are shaped by laws that seem not to require an underlying 
rationale, and yet we persistently seek meaning and purpose.  

It’s easy to see one reason Christian nationalists are worried: the truths of science 
undercut nearly all of their foundational belief. Also, they are outnumbered by their 
most adamant opponents. (And, BTW, if you haven’t noticed: that secularist group 
includes most Humanists and Unitarian Universalists. There’s even a group of liberal 
Christians known as “Secular Christians.”) 

However, there are two groups in the middle. These make up the vast majority of 
adult Americans. They are 58.7 percent of the population. Of that group, 32.1 percent 
lean toward Christian nationalism and 26.6 percent lean toward secular government. 
(There are outliers, such as the African American church tradition which leans liberal 
in terms of government and conservative in terms of social issues.) 

This split and the numbers represented is what makes the United States lean toward 
the center-right in politics.  



Though the poles appear miles apart, Christian nationalists and secularists have some 
things in common.  

One of the biggest things they—we—have in common is that neither group listen to 
preachers very much. 

The secularists find meaning and purpose through other means (including various 
adopted religious and philosophical stances); the Christian nationalists know that 
God created the United States for particular purposes and will punish the US if the 
majority of Americans don’t fulfill the will of God, the “will of God” being the right-
wing social agenda: homophobia; xenophobia; anti-choice; high defense spending;  
limited government; free access to firearms . . . you know the drill . . . . . 

Why bother going to church when you already know all the answers? 

Thus, 19.8 percent of the population can be counted on to vote for right-wing 
conservatives; 21.5 percent can be counted on to vote the polar opposite.  

And, the vast middle will vacillate, though generally orienting toward the center-right.  

That’s what the numbers tell us.  

TWO: A Failure to Communicate 

Both poles find the other pole absurd. And in important ways, it’s a question of the 
haves and the have-nots. 

A majority of the have-nots are conservative in their politics and in their religious 
orientation.  
A majority of the haves are liberal in their politics and in their religious orientation. 

Now, remember: this is sociology. Individuals are individuals in all sorts of ways. And 
the book I am citing came out a month ago, so the research is not a look at attitudes 
about coronavirus. However, we all know that motivated reasoning works the same 
way almost every time.  



For example: be honest with yourself: was the first thing that popped into your head 
when you first heard about novel coronavirus, “Oh, no! God is smiting us for 
legalizing abortion!” 

And, not to make light, but the first thought of a Christian nationalist was probably 
not, “Oh, my, cross-species infections are becoming a bigger problem due to 
deforestation!” 

But you see how “why?” is such a pivotal question. And you see how divisive the 
answers to “why?” can be. 

A simplistic answer to “why?” (“simplistic as many of us see it through our progressive 
liberal lens) A simplistic answer to “why?” is what drives all fundamentalisms: Islamic 
fundamentalism; Hindu nationalism; Russian nationalism; white supremacy; anti-
semitism. And the list goes on and on, unfortunately. 

It’s a question of lens; it’s a question of narrative: one pole says the “why?” is 
answered by “because God . . .” and one pole says the “why?” is answered by science; 
and the vast middle is often looking for a narrative that contains both an answer from 
science and an answer about God.  

And the vast middle of many nations vacillates between these poles 

For example, today is Easter Sunday. I grew up in a religious tradition that insisted 
upon the bodily resurrection of Jesus. That tradition insists that had there been closed 
caption television in the tomb, we could have watched Jesus get up and walk out. 
Alive and well.  

That’s one way to see the story.  

It’s not the only way: liberal Christians around the world today are talking about a 
metaphorical rise from the dead.  

Two very different answers to the question of “why?” 

THREE: Why, What, and Doing 

“Why?” is a glorious and dangerous question.  



Perhaps “why?” should always carry the label, “do not try this at home.” 

That other question: “what?” however, has always been answered by the best in 
humanity. The best in humanity answers the “what?” with some very simple steps:  

What to do about religious diversity? Seek to understand.  

“What?” Feed the poor. 

“What?” Comfort the weak and fearful. 

“What?” Seek justice and mercy; love your neighbor; walk humbly with your ideas.  

Everyone who answers the “what?” questions with answers such as these are on our 
side. No matter what else they do or do not believe. They have a different lens. But it’s 
pointed in the same direction.  

This week many of you answered an immediate need by learning to make face masks; 
sharing expertise and suggestions; sharing sewing supplies; sharing in the making of 
masks; and sharing them with each other, the homeless, and hospitals.  

But most of all, you answered the “what?” by sheltering in place. Despite the 
loneliness and boredom. Despite the discomfort and disruption of treasured routines. 

And that “what?” is changing the trajectory of the disease for the better. And many of 
our neighbors are with us: Jews celebrated Passover seders virtually this year; 
Muslims are Zooming into Friday prayers; and many Christians celebrated the most 
holy day in their calendar by staying home.  

CONCLUSION: We’re In This Together 

Understanding others is and always has been a challenge. 

In July of 1955, a decade after the Second World War, a decade filled with the 
proliferation of atomic weaponry, the British peace activist and Humanist Bertrand 
Russell wrote what has become known as the “Russell-Einstein Manifesto.”  



It was signed by other scientists still remembered today, including Max Born, the 
founder of quantum mechanics; the great chemist and Humanist Linus Pauling, and a 
scientist not much remembered today, Sir Joseph Rotblat, the only scientist to walk 
away from the Manhattan Project.  

The “Russell-Einstein Manifesto” was the last document that Albert Einstein signed 
before his death. It was a manifesto against atomic warfare, but it still contains wise 
words as we consider who our neighbors are and how they see things.  

The Manifesto includes these words:  

We shall try to say no single word which should appeal to one group rather 
than to another. All, equally, are in peril, and, if the peril is understood, there is 
hope that they may collectively avert it. 

We have to learn to think in a new way. 

. . . 

There lies before us, if we choose, continual progress in happiness, knowledge, 
and wisdom. Shall we, instead, choose death, because we cannot forget our 
quarrels? We appeal as human beings to human beings: Remember your 
humanity, and forget the rest. 

This is a phrasing of one of the great calls of Humanism: People matter more than 
ideas. 

That’s difficult, admittedly. We know that our opponents have needlessly wasted lives 
in this pandemic. We know that the far-right is taking advantage of social dislocation 
and fear to sew hatred and division.  

We know that our opponents wish to continue policies that oppress and kill the 
vulnerable. 

The signers of the “Russell-Einstein Manifesto” knew that their opponents did all those 
things as well. But they new the truth of that poem by W. H. Auden that I shared at the 
beginning of this quarantine: “We must love one another or die.” 

That remains ever and always the fact.  



Even the fundamentalists and nationalists in our world are our neighbors. They, too, 
die and lose loved ones in this pandemic. “Remember your humanity, and forget the 
rest.”  
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