
The Silence of the Ancestors 

A talk by Rev. Dr. David Breeden 

a talk for First Unitarian Society of Minneapolis 

December 27, 2020 

"That's how we do it . . .we give back to the people who made us who we are. We 

never forget that."  ~Snoop Dogg 

INTRODUCTION: the Illusion of Control 

  

In the late 1970s a research team set up a very simple experiment. The researchers 

wired a bulb up to a switch that turned the bulb on and off at random intervals. Next, 

they installed a button. The switch and the button were not in any way connected.  

Then, the team asked subjects to push the button. Pushing the button and the light 

going on or off had no relationship whatsoever. The two were not connected. Yet, 

when asked, the test subjects reported their ability to make the switch work, even 

though it clearly often did not turn the light on. Sometimes the two correlated, and 

this happenstance was enough to convince the subjects they had at least some 

control.  

Fact is, we want — we need — to feel in control, and we are inclined toward creating an 

illusion of control even when we have no control at all. 



One school of thought argues that our over-optimistic view of our own abilities 

springs from evolution — self-confidence is a survival skill: When we feel in control, we 

take more opportunities and more risks. 

Often arguments from natural selection can be a bit glib, but this one rings true for 

me because it rhymes with ancient wisdom. Ecclesiastes, for example: 

the race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong, neither yet bread to the 

wise, nor yet riches to those of understanding, nor yet favor to those of skill; 

but time and chance happeneth to them all. (9:11 KJV) 

These words speak both to those who are swift, strong, experienced, and skillful, as a 

warning that winning is never a slam dunk but that luck is everywhere. 

And these words also speak to the slow, the weak, the inept, and the un-skillful . . . that 

sometimes a bit a chutzpah pulls off the unexpected victory over circumstance. Luck is 

everywhere.  

As the writer of Ecclesiastes phrased it, “time and chance happeneth to them all.” 

I suspect nowadays the writer of Ecclesiastes would add, “So, go for it!” 

We human beings are inclined to see patterns; we are inclined toward feeling in 

control; and — gosh knows — now, as always, it takes chutzpah to face the future. That 

illusion of control has become a truism in the American character.  

 The hard lesson many of us learned in the year 2020, however, is that control is an 

illusion.  

An illusion very quickly dashed . . . “time and chance” happened to us all. 



ONE: No Passport 

Our theme for December has been stillness. The hope of this season is stillness and 

brightness. But often those are illusive qualities. And this can lead to feelings of being 

trapped and helpless. 

“I’ve titled my talk for today “The Stillness of the Ancestors” because now, in the midst 

of the holiday season, many of us experience two things at once: the silence of those 

who have died; and the words of those who have gone that will not stop echoing in 

our minds.  

For many of us this season that our culture insists is still and bright is in truth about 

darkness and noise. Especially this year.  

As the British novelist L.P. Hartley wrote, “The past is a foreign country; they do things 

differently there.” I would add that there is no passport to that foreign country: none 

of us can go there. Yet, we somehow yearn to re-live the past or to change the past. 

We somehow yearn to hold those who live there—including our younger selves—

sometimes in love; and sometimes we yearn for forgiveness or accountability.  

Back in 1415 a church council explored one way of doing this—they declared the 

deceased Protestant bible translator John Wycliffe a heretic, banned his writings, and 

had his body dug up and burned at the stake. 



I assume that made some on the church council feel better. “Wycliffe didn’t get away 

with it in the end,” by golly. 

Barring exhumation, and reminding ourselves that the past is a foreign country that 

we can’t visit, how do we speak of the past—and perhaps even heal from it—when the 

ancestors are decidedly silent and beyond our reach? Scolding the dead—and even 

burning them at a metaphorical stake—for their oversights and wrongs may feel good, 

but it doesn’t do much to fix the present. Or to quiet those old voices in our heads.  

 At this time of year we remember the Dakota 38 plus 1. It’s a fools game to attempt to 

go around what occurred—to attempt to explain it away. Healing and restitution lies in 

facing the facts. 

Snoop Dogg (a.k.a. Calvin Cordozar Broadus Jr.) said, ”That's how we do it . . . we give 

back to the people who made us who we are. We never forget that.” A very noble 

sentiment to those who have benefitted us. Those who made us also made the 

circumstances we find ourselves in. Some good, some bad. Snoop Dogg is right: we 

never forget—for good and for ill.  

  

There’s a story about the the Zen teacher Shunryu Suzuki, who was one of the earliest 

Zen teachers in the United States, just after the Second World War.  

  

One day he began his lesson of the day with these words: “The difficulty that you are 

experiencing now . . . “ And he paused for effect. The American students in the room 

assumed he was about to tell them a great secret: how to resolve a nagging difficulty. 

They assumed his next words would be “. . . will go away if you practice Zen.” 



“The difficulty that you are experiencing now . . . “ the Zen master completed his 

sentence: “This difficulty will be with you for the rest of your life.” 

And that’s why Shunryu Suzuki is still one of the best Zen teachers for Americans: He 

didn’t over-promise Buddhism as some sort of miracle cure-all. Buddhism is hard 

work. Facing the one big difficulty—and that one big difficulty takes a thousand forms—

facing it is hard work. 

That’s the bad news.  

And the hope in that? The hope lies in our realization that rather than going around a 

difficulty, we’ve got to go through a difficulty. 

Suzuki also said, “enjoy your problems.”  

I’d like to suggest that we dance with our problems. 

TWO: Going Nowhere in Style 

We’ve all heard someone or other say that life is a dance. It has become a cliche, and 

when something becomes a cliche, we tend to stop thinking about it and begin to 

use the words as sort of a way to fill space.  

But as we head into a new year, let’s think about what it really means for life to be a 

dance . . .  



When we are dancing, we are using movement for other than its usual purpose, which 

is getting somewhere or getting something done. A dance is contained movement—

stylized movement—movement for the sake of movement, not movement to get us 

somewhere else or to get something done. Dancing is about moving for the joy of 

moving; it’s about going nowhere in style.  

We can become that “still point in a turning world.”  

So, when we say “life is a dance,” we are making a particular sort of claim—that life is 

about something other than getting somewhere or doing something. Which is a very 

wise thing to be saying because that thought that life is about getting somewhere or 

doing something is one of the poisons of our culture.  

It’s one of the things bequeathed us by American ancestors, whether we have their 

DNA or not.  

I have been writing a poem recently—writing can be a kind of dancing—and I’ve titled 

the poem “The Road Always Taken.” I started thinking about Robert Frost’s “The Road 

Not Taken” and how popular that poem is. Fact is, most people miss the subtlie, I 

think. Frost wrote,  

Though as for that the passing there 

Had worn them really about the same 

In other words, “the road not taken” is not a bold move. All roads are “worn . . . really 

about the same.” 



We’re always talking about life as a road. As Frost points out, as a matter of fact, we 

necessarily take a road, and we may think it is special. But . . . we could say it’s not 

special. I’d prefer I think to say all of the are equally special, according to the selves 

doing the choosing. 

A road is an apt metaphor for a life in lots of ways. That’s why it’s a cliche. Sure—life is a 

road. And we may be stuck with one whether we choose it or not.  

But what about instead of doggedly following the road, what about finding a shady 

spot nearby and sitting down and enjoying the day? What about dancing for a while? 

That life is a road is a metaphor. A way of framing reality. It may be an inevitable one, 

but it may not be an adequate one. 

One of the gifts that aging gives us—if we are paying attention—is where the life 

journeys of those ancestors we have known who are now dead—how their life’s 

journey worked out for them.  

Which leads to a question: Was the journey worth it? Was there enough dancing 

involved? 

That’s very old Daoist thought: Wisdom is knowing that enough is enough. For so 

many of us, we’ve believed for so long that life is about “getting somewhere” or 

“doing something” that we don’t think to look up and look around and see that we’ve 

already gotten there. We’ve gotten to “enough.” And so now it’s time to stop getting 

somewhere . . . and start dancing.  



Yes (to milk the metaphor for a bit)—yes, we do have to travel to the dance. But we’re 

not going to enjoy the dance if we don’t stop traveling and start embodying the 

music and the movement of . . .  going nowhere in style.  

All that said, I’m a terrible dancer and I blame that on my ancestors. I grew up in a 

household where dancing was considered a sin. We didn’t play cards or board 

games; we didn’t go to movies; we didn’t swim; and we didn’t dance. All of those 

were frivolities got in the way of the serious business of surviving in this life and 

getting to heaven in the next one.  

I stopped believing all of those things. But, I’ve never managed to get proficient with 

the things I didn’t grow up with. I’ve had to learn that some moments of life are not 

about work. That’s been a difficult lesson for me. My parents never learned it. I try 

because I believe deeply that being in the moment without any goal other than being 

in the moment is what life is about. It’s the essence of Buddhism and Taoism and 

Stoicism. It’s the way to suffer less and enjoy more . . . 

So, you see, the ancestors—my ancestors—have not gone silent. They are in the back of 

my mind every moment of every day saying “work—work.” Telling me that if I work 

hard enough, I will be in control . . .  

CONCLUSION: Dancing, Cards, and a General Social Evening 



Yesterday in the mail I received a package from a UU minister who was formative in 

my becoming a minister. He has now retired. He sent me an FUS order of service that 

he found while going through his papers. It is for Sunday, December 8, 1929.  

Now, remember that the stock market crash that created the Great Depression 

occurred in late October of 1929. It was a very dark time. A lot like this December of 

2020. 

In the announcements section of the order of service, it says this: 

The next bi-weekly Open House meeting will be held at the Unitarian Center 

this evening. Supper will be served at six o’clock for those who desire it, and at 

seven o’clock Mr. Dietrich, after a short informal address, will answer questions 

as usual. This will be followed by dancing and cards and a general social 

evening. Everyone is invited.  

dancing and cards and a general social evening . . . 

You know, I wish I could attend that evening.  

In the face of the the collapse of capitalism and the utter meltdown of the economy, 

the people of First Unitarian Society had a question and answer session with their 

minister . . . 

. . . then, dancing, cards, and a “general social evening.” Everyone was invited.   



Your ancestors may be like mine: dour specters telling you to fill every moment with 

something. Doing something. To fill every moment with the ambition for control.  

As a new year comes, I intend to try this: I’m going to tell those old voices in my head 

to be still and to be quiet.   

I intend to tell them that I will be attending that evening at First Unitarian Society, 

December 8, 1929.  

In my mind, I will know how to play cards. And I will know how to dance . . . 

And everyone will be invited . . .  
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