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“Tis But a Scratch” 
a talk by Rev. Dr. David Breeden 
First Unitarian Society of Minneapolis 
November 1, 2020 

The theme for November is #Healing. Whether it be personal or national, the 
first step in healing is a clear-headed assessment of the #wound. Let’s look! 

INTRODUCTION: PART I: Unsafe 

It’s easy to feel unsafe right now. The pandemic has dragged on for months and is 
only getting worse. Personal safety; the safety of loved ones and friends; the 
discouraging news of the ever-rising numbers. And the bungling of those designated 
to keep us safe.  

Then there’s the fallout from the pandemic: Life disrupted. Life made more difficult. 
Life made more restricted and lonely.  

Businesses closing. Employment insecurity. The list of things to be worried about 
stretches on and on.  

Then there’s the American political situation . . . 

We cannot agree on what we do know, what we don’t know . . . and even on how to 
figure out what we do and don’t know.  

And, to add insult to injury, here in Minnesota, the winter has come early. 

The theme for November is #Healing. Ss we begin the month, let’s keep in mind that, 
whether it is personal or national, the first step in healing is a clear-headed 
assessment of the #wound.  

Let’s take a look! 

ONE: The Body Politic and the Political Body 
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The movie Monty Python and the Holy Grail has become a cult classic. One of the 
most memorable scenes, because of its sheer absurdity and grossness, is the scene 
between King Arthur and the Black knight.  

“You shall not pass!” says the Black Knight. A sword fight ensues. First Arthur cuts off 
the knight’s left arm, to which the knight replies, “Tis but a scratch!”  

When Arthur cuts off his right arm, the knight responds, “It’s only a flesh wound!” 
Arthur proceeds to cut off the knight’s legs, to which the knight eventually concedes, 
“We’ll call it a draw, then.” 

The Black Knight gets an “A” for effort, but his foolhardy insistence upon ignoring 
reality insures his defeat.  

To respond to the deep wounds in the American body politic with “Tis just a scratch!” 
is equally foolhardy. Healing—whether it be physical, psychological, or social healing—
doesn’t start until we admit there is a problem.  

No matter the results of the upcoming election, there is a wound. Saying it’s only a 
flesh wound only makes our situation worse. 

The Greek philosopher Aristotle was insightful on a number of topics. We still use his 
formulation of ethics, called Virtue Ethics, from his book titled Nicomachean Ethics 
written in 340 BCE.  

In his book Politics, Aristotle claimed of the polis—meaning the city or state, and the 
origin of the word politics—that government arises “to be for the sake of life, and exists 
for the sake of the good life.”  

Government arises—it is—out of simple necessity for safety. And, then—ideally—goes on 
to a next level, in which government ensures not merely safety for citizens but also 
well-being. Flourishing. 

Aristotle was probably incorrect about how government came to be—anthropology 
has shown that human cities developed for other reasons. But his point still holds: 
government is constituted—burdened—first and foremost with the safely of its citizens, 
and then, ideally, strives toward human flourishing for its citizens. 

Remember how the US Constitution begins: 
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We the People of the United States, in Order to  
1. form a more perfect Union,  
2. establish Justice,  
3. insure domestic Tranquility,  
4. provide for the common defense,  
5. promote the general Welfare,  
6. and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity,  

do ordain and establish this Constitution . . . 

Now, given Aristotle’s definition and the clear intent of the framers of the Constitution 
on this point, it isn’t difficult to see that for many—if not most—Americans, government 
in the United States is failing at the first assumption—to merely protect the lives of 
citizens, let alone achieving the second—the welfare and flourishing of citizens. 

In the streets we hear the cry: “No, justice, no peace!” 

To which the reply from on high is, “Tis but a scratch.” 

When we talk about wanting more civility and rationality in our political discussions—
as I did in my talk last week—it’s easy for the privileged among us to forget that for 
many of our fellow citizens politics is not about flourishing; politics is about life or 
death. For many Americans—and those seeking asylum here—quite literally so.  

Life and death. For other Americans, the struggle feels as if it is about life and death 
for imagined reasons, but the fear is just as real for them, such as the perennial 
American fear, “they’re taking our freedoms!” or “They’re coming to take my guns.” 

Often, emotions are triggered mentally—it’s all in the mind—but emotions don’t stay 
there: they become embodied: “fight or flight.”  

For many Americans today on both ends of the political spectrum, it feels as if 
American political systems have failed to provide the most elemental reason for 
government. 

“It’s only a flesh wound!” is not an adequate answer from the right or the left. 

TWO: What’s That Called?  
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Like most animals, we humans are highly affected by our surroundings, and we can 
easily become vigilant and reactive if we sense something threatening in our 
environment. 

Personally,  I’m highly aware that my self-calming mechanism is to contextualize a 
situation through reason and reflection. I can’t say that’s my first reaction, but it is an 
immediate one. After all, I grew up as a midwestern farmer, and I identify as a male. 
I’ve had it hammered into me all my life that reacting emotionally is extremely 
dangerous.  

There are good reasons for that teaching among people who are in the social location 
I was born into: we had loaded guns in the house; we had livestock, and large animals 
are often more dangerous if you react aggressively. 

So, the cliche was beaten into me: farmers are calm, quiet, and rational. “We farmers, 
we don’t express emotions.” 

Those of us who have spent time in therapy know that this is called “sublimation.” 
Natural reactions are natural reactions; they are always our first reactions; the 
question is if they come out—manifest—as natural reactions or as suppressed reactions.  

Look at the damage what I learned about emotional regulation has wrought in 
American culture. Recently those suppressed emotions have led to an opioid crisis 
and “diseases of despair.”  

Fact is, many people (not only midwestern farmers!) learn to sublimate—or too often 
merely suppress—emotions so thoroughly that we lose—if we have ever acquired—the 
ability to differentiate one emotion from another. 

I’ve mentioned the term “alexithymia” before. The inability to identify emotions. And 
guess who has the greatest propensity toward alexithymia: poor . . . poorly educated . 
. . men. (Like those in my family of origin.) 

Lisa Feldman Barrett is a professor and psychologist doing ground-breaking work on 
emotions. She writes, “emotions are constructions of the world, not reactions to it.” 
This strikes me as an important and enlightening reversal of our traditional 
understanding.  
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Yes, emotions are bodily sensations, but they are also culturally constructed. 
Midwestern farmers don’t by nature have to live in a world of suppressed, confused, 
unnamable emotions. Neither do the other human beings in the nation. It’s a learned 
behavior. 

Let’s consider anxiety. Let’s say anxiety is the triggering emotion. That’s an 
uncomfortable feeling. If I have no tools for managing anxiety, I may just offload that 
onto easier-to-identify emotions: say, anger or fear. 

(Trigger warning: This leads to that “toxic masculinity” thing.) 

People socialized into the emotions I experience represent the extreme, but there are 
a lot of gradations of this behavior in a nation where our popular entertainment 
heroes are often violent vigilantes; in a nation where there are estimated to be 393 
million guns. 

Now, let’s imagine anxious people afraid of their own fear; how’s that going to 
manifest itself? My money is on . . . anger. And anger, like lightening, is going to hit 
something. Ground to something.  

Too often we have ambitious political leaders all too willing to name the object of the 
anger with a simple formula: “Hey, you, angry person, you are feeling this way 
because of . . . that.” 

In this scenario, we can forget about Aristotle’s “good life” and merely wish our 
government existed “for the sake of life.” Because too often, it doesn’t. 

That’s the scary part.  

In a few moments, I will consider the hopeful part . . .  

THREE: PART II—The Hopeful Part 

Now, here’s the hopeful part—we can take a clear-eyed look at that very large and 
dangerous wound in the American body politic. Our national wound “tis not a 
scratch” or “a flesh wound.” But we can figure out how to heal. We have the tools. 
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Last week I talked about the old concept of a “culture industry,” and I speculated that 
in the contemporary United States we have a bifurcated culture industry: a liberal 
culture industry and a conservative culture industry.  

Remember that the word “media” is about intermediation. Liberal media is going to 
report the happenings in our world through a particular narrative—a story about the 
events. And conservative media is going to report the happenings in our world 
through a particular narrative—a story about the events. 

Both narratives will be run through the baffles and echo chambers of liberal narratives 
and conservative narratives. And the outcomes—the reported results—will reflect the 
initial biases. The products (the consumers) of the two culture industries literally see 
reality in different ways. 

And, so, The New York Times will tell a story and QAnon will tell a story. Our pre-
existing . . . prejudices, if you will . . . choose between those narratives.  

“But, wait,” you may be saying, “but The New York Times is a reliable, fact-based news 
source.” 

Many Americans will respond, “That’s what you think.” 

Remember: it’s not about “reality,” it’s about impact. 

Last week I talked about an important work of philosophy, Dialectic of the 
Enlightenment, written by Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, two of the Frankfort 
School philosophers. 

I mentioned that Patrisse Cullors, co-founder of Black Lives Matter, has read deeply in 
Frankfort School critical theory, and that tradition forms the foundation of the political 
theory of Black Lives Matter.  
  
What I neglected to mention is that the connection between the Second World War 
generation of Adorno and Horkheimer and today’s world is the African American 
philosopher and activist Angela Davis, who worked with another of the Frankfort 
School philosophers, Herbert Marcuse, who was her dissertation director.  
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I think just about every left-leaning liberal-arts student of my generation joined 
Angela Davis is reading Herbert Marcuse’s book titled One-Dimensional Man: Studies 
in the Ideology of Advanced Industrial Society.  

Sure, that’s the book that convinced a generation to grow their hair and wear colorful 
clothing, but it also diagnosed a serious and ongoing American problem of media 
and the intermediation between actual events (if there are such things as “actual” 
events) and the spin most Americans get on those events.  

We are “one-dimensional” according to Marcuse if we accept the output of the culture 
industry as truth. If we fail to think for ourselves.  

Another of a later generation among the Frankfort School philosophers is the German 
philosopher and sociologist Jürgen Habermas. (Some of his books have been 
published by the Unitarian Universalist press, Beacon.) Habermas’ work also figures 
heavily in the thinking of Angela Davis and Patrisse Cullors. 

Habermas coined the phrase “public sphere.” The public sphere is where 
conversation takes place. As I talked about last week: two-way conversation, not one-
way pontification. Conversation as the answer is built into the fabric Black Lives 
Matter. And Humanism.  

It is in the public sphere where the din of conversation occurs. It is the place where 
opposing ideas may find synthesis rather than mere opposition. It is the place tyrants 
fear to tread. And fear for you to tread.  

That is the place and the method for talking the collective American psyche down 
from the ledge that it’s on at the moment.  

CONCLUSION: What’s Your Angle When You’re One-Dimensional? 

You see why Aristotle’s idea about government is still valid—it just makes sense that 
citizens are first and foremost safe. But, we in the United States aren’t there yet. 

Second, human flourishing for all citizens. At the moment, that’s only a dream. But as 
I’ve said before, true hope isn’t an emotion. It is setting an intention. Goals. And the 
Humanist goal, first and foremost, is to achieve those two functions of government for 
everyone—“a shared life in a shared world.” 
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You have heard me define Humanism this way: 

Humanism is an invitation to a conversation about the ongoing human projects 
of freedom and responsibility. 

We Humanists invite everyone—all of our neighbors and fellow citizens and hope-to-
become-citizens—into a conversation. A conversation about how we can achieve our 
goals for everyone, not just a few. For everyone, including those who are deeply in 
opposition to our vision. 

Democracy cannot exist in a situation in which one side “wins” and forces its will on 
the other side. Especially not in a nation in which the sides are so different and so 
close to a 50/50 split.  

In times such as these, we do well to remind ourselves of those things that bind us all 
as citizens.  

What are the shared values? 

Can we agree that government exists first and foremost to ensure basic safety? Life? 

Can we agree that government can and should encourage human flourishing on our 
planet? 

First a healthy entree, then dessert.  

It’s not a scratch. It’s not a flesh wound. The United States is a deeply unjust nation 
today. But it was in 1797 and 1897. For progressives who believe in the inherent 
worth and dignity of every person, justice will never be truly won.  

A very amazing thing happened in the United States in March of 1797. President 
Washington packed up and left his office and a new President, John Adams, moved 
in.  

Washington was beloved by the majority for his military leadership; Adams was seen 
by most as an officious oaf. It was the first time that Europeans exchanged power from 
one person to another who was not a relative . . . without violence; without a coup; 
without a declaration of martial law. 
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 The two leaders were different religions; one was a slave owner, the other detested 
slavery; they disagreed on many things having to do with government; they didn’t 
even particularly like each other; yet one leader walked out and another walked in 
with no blood shed.  

US citizens have managed that transition another 57 times, if I’m counting correctly.  

Nowadays, that sort of exchange happens all over the world. It doesn’t seem like 
much of a big deal. But US citizens still live with the Constitution that created that 
amazingly mundane exchange of power.  

It’s an invitation to conversation. It’s a legacy to treasure. And to live up to.  

FirstUnitarian.org 
Huumanist.org 
YouTube 
Facebook  
Huumanist.org 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s35rVw1zskA

