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Belonging and the Birds That Don’t Exist 
a talk by Rev. Dr. David Breeden 
at First Unitarian Society of Minneapolis 
September 25, 2022 

INTRODUCTION: Mission, Mission, Mission 

Last weekend was Vegfest, a yearly celebration of vegans and vegan food that takes 
place on Harriet Island in St. Paul. As some of you know, my wife Theresa is vegan, and 
I try to be, which isn’t all that easy for an old hillbilly farmer like me.  

But, hillbilly farmers like me are some of the prime targets of Type II Diabetes, 
because of our extremely unhealthy eating habits—nearly everything we eat has to be 
brown, fried, and burnt. Add too much salt, and it’s perfect! 

(I know I’m making some of you hungry. Sorry about that!) 

The event features everyone’s favorite vegan drag queen, Mistress Ginger, who has 
performed here. The event features a vegan rap artist, paradoxically named Carnage 
the Executioner, musical groups made up of vegans, and lots and lots of food trucks 
and pop ups featuring vegan food.  

I always notice two things about this event.  

One is the dedication of vegans to their cause. They are saving animals and 
promoting human health, and they take that seriously.  

The second thing I notice is that the demographics of vegans is something that liberal 
churches would die for: young, diverse people. (Stats show that the median age of 
attendees is 27.)  

Those are the very folks—demographic trends tell us—who are not inclined to attend  
any sort of religious establishment, liberal, conservative, white, black . . .  

Polling of the attendees list the top two reasons that people attend: to learn more 
about vegan food. And . . . I was surprised at the second reason, but I should not have 
been. The second reason of attending is to find community.  
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Vegans have a mission—to save animals and the planet and to improve the health of 
everyone.  

Not bad, when it comes to mission. The “why” is clear.  

And it’s one option of something to belong to.  

ONE: “Birds Aren’t Real” 

That’s one way to build a group—the mission is clear, but group cohesion is weak. Still, 
it “costs” something to be in the group, and one of the big reasons for attending 
events is community.  

An even lower commitment level group is the “Birds aren’t real” movement. The 
“birds aren’t real” phenomenon is easy to join. As you can see, I’m a member—all that 
membership cost was giving them my email address.  

Now, what is the mission of this organization? The website says this:  

The Birds Aren't Real movement exists to spread awareness that the U.S. 
Government genocided over 12 Billion birds from 1959-2001, and replaced 
these birds with surveillance drone replicas, which still watch us every day. 
Once a preventative cause, our initial goal was to stop the forced extinction of 
real birds. Unfortunately this was unsuccessful, and the government has since 
replaced every living bird with robotic replicas. Now our movement's 
prerogative is to make everyone aware of this fact. 

What might some of those “facts” be? 

Well, for one, this obviously non-retouched photo of the prototype of the robot bird.  

And, after I have begun to rest securely in my new-found conspiracy theory, I can even 
buy swag, such as this tee-shirt with a schematic diagram of the birds that are not real.  

I can get even more restful by having a favorite IPA, yes Birds Aren’t Real India Pale 
Ale.  

There is also its darker cousin: “Giraffes Aren’t Real Stout.” 
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Certainly one option of a place to belong! 

The “why” is clear.  

TWO: The Rant That Can’t 

But lest we get too comfortable, consider what political scientist Robert D. Putnam has 
to say: “TV-based politics is to political action as watching ER is to saving someone in 
distress.” 

The vegan movement asks for a lifestyle change, but there are no vegan police out 
there enforcing dietary restrictions. The “Birds Aren’t Real” movement asks of us only 
a pre-existing disposition toward skepticism of conspiracy theories.  

Let’s think about that cost of belonging and what it means. What it does. 

Thinking my political opinions—even screaming my political opinions—at the television 
screen is a very low-cost group to belong to. Let’s say that I’ve joined the TV ER 
political party. The cost of admission is raging at the screen, somehow thinking that 
I’m joining into the political discussion and actually affecting change.  

Yet, #let’s be real: all my ranting at the TV changes not a single vote; not a single 
election.  

“TV-based politics is to political action as watching ER is to saving someone in 
distress.” 

Last week, I mentioned Robert D. Putnam’s now classic book, Bowling Alone. The 
twentieth-anniversary reprint appeared recently. That is the book that first drew 
attention to what has now become another sort of pandemic: people leaving 
traditional voluntary organizations, from bowling leagues to Rotary Clubs to churches. 

#Fewer and fewer Americans gather into groups and socialize. Let alone gathering 
into groups and discussing hard questions.  

Let alone gathering into groups to help one another and others. 

This trend has consequences. We are seeing those consequences all around us.  
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#As Americans have gotten more dislocated and lonely, we are proving one more 
idea from Dr. Putnam: “Social dislocation can easily breed a reactionary form of 
nostalgia.” 

“Social dislocation can easily breed a reactionary form of nostalgia.” 

That’s where we are living today. 

And it is a very, very dangerous place to be.  

THREE: Beyond ER in an Emergency 

#American democracy is on life support. Shouting at the television is not going to 
revive it.  

So, what do we do? #I suggest that the most subversive thing anyone can do in our 
society today is to join a living, breathing organization. A living, breathing 
organization with a “why” that you can get on board with. A “why” that you can even 
hug to your heart. 

Maybe this is the place.  

Our mission here is straightforward. It reads like this:  

As a congregational humanist community, we at the First Unitarian Society of 
Minneapolis foster a free search for knowledge and meaning, strive for justice, 
and serve one another, the Twin Cities, and beyond. 

There are some elements there, the first being . . . . “a congregational humanist 
community.” As I say every week, this society is the birthplace of congregational 
humanism, and we carry on that tradition today. 

The so-called “father” of congregational humanism was John Dietrich, the senior 
minister here from 1916 to 1938. This congregation embraced congregational 
humanism in 1916 and has never looked back. We are one of the few congregations 
in the nation that explicitly embraces congregational humanism. 
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Therefore, one of our “whys” is supporting the larger humanist movement. For 
example, I don’t know how many of you have seen the print or the online fall volume 
of The Humanist, the magazine of the American Humanist Association.  

With all due humbleness, I’d say that we—“we” meaning this congregation—own this 
volume of the magazine. FUS board member Drew Bekius, for example, has a feature 
article in the magazine titled “Upgrading our Humanism: Building a Lifestyle of 
Embodied Values.” BTW, Drew will be offering a seminar in embodied humanism at 
our 12:15 in the Dietrich series beginning next month. (Don’t miss it!) 

Another article in the magazine is titled, “Coloring Outside the Lines: Black Women 
and Queer Femmes Building Humanist Community.” The article features Leika Lewis-
Cornwell, a humanist UU minister I work with quite often—we are editing a book 
together. The article also features storä michele, someone who has performed here 
several times—on video—and is a partner of our affiliated humanist clergy Jë Hooper; 
and it features Mandisa Thomas, founder of Black Nonbelievers, someone who has 
spoken here and is a friend of this congregation.  

Another article is about humanist chaplaincies and is written by FUS member Anthony 
Cruz Pentojas, the humanist chaplain at Tufts University. 

So, First Unitarian Society is representing Humanism to the larger world. That’s one of 
our missions. It’s a “why?” 

Another part of our mission says that we “strive for justice.” And here at First Unitarian 
Society we join in hands-on, up-off-the-couch, justice opportunities. 

From letter writing to fighting homelessness to planting trees.  

And then there is that “serve one another” thing.  

That’s where the rubber meets the roads as it were, and it is how congregations are 
different. We are not focused on only one subject, such as the non-existence of birds.  

The “congregational” part of “congregational humanism” was the great insight of 
John Dietrich and this congregation back in 1916.  

The power of human beings joining together is the wisdom of the ages. For example, 
the Egyptian pharaoh Akhenaton lived in the 1300s BCE. A wise saying of Akhenaton 
has survived and it goes like this:  

https://www.azquotes.com/author/176-Akhenaton
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Contemplate thy powers, contemplate thy wants and thy connections; so shalt 
thou discover the duties of life, and be directed in all thy ways. 

Let’s get the “thees” and “thous” out of that. He said,  

Think about your power; think about your desires and your connections; by so 
doing, you will discover the duties of life and be directed in all your decisions.  

One more time: 

Think about your power; think about your desires and your connections; by so 
doing, you will discover the duties of life and be directed in all your decisions.  

Good advice, I think.  

#What is your power?  
What do you want from life?  
What are you connected to?  
Your desires and your connections reveal your power and your purpose to you.  

What is that purpose? 

Then let’s ask, Why does First Unitarian Society exist? What is its purpose? 

It was built by people like you.  

That might not at first appear to be the case. What do suffragettes from the 
nineteenth century have to do with your life?  

What do advocates for birth control and sex education back in the nineteenth century 
have to do with your life? 

What does resisting the Philippine War back in 1900 or fighting for the teaching of 
natural selection in Minneapolis public schools have to do with your life? 

What does sponsoring secret meetings of the then illegal gathering of GLBTQ people 
have to do with your life? 

https://www.azquotes.com/quote/1313978
https://www.azquotes.com/quote/1313978
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#What do we today have in common with those in 1916 who came to believe that 
human needs are more immediate and important than the needs of the gods for 
worship? 

To use a philosophical term—What did their “vision of the good” have to do with ours? 

What does a good world and a good society look like to you? 

Don’t let the academic taste to the phrase “vision of the good” fool you. Most visions 
of the good are not cerebral or considered much at all.  

A vision of the good is built in conjunction with and reaction to the societal pressures 
that we all grow up with and live in. A “vision of the good” often becomes that gut 
reaction that causes us to scream at the television at the top of our lungs, “Enough!” 

What does a congregational humanist community add to your life? 

community 
companionship  
sharing 
learning 
doing 

CONCLUSION: The Place Where We Aren’t Right 

The Israeli poet Yehuda Amichai gets it in a poem titled “The Place Where We Are 
Right”: 

  
The place where we are right 
Is hard and trampled 
Like a yard. 
  
But doubts and loves 
Dig up the world 
Like a mole, a plow. 
And a whisper will be heard in the place 
Where the ruined 
House once stood. 

https://princeton57.org/dynamic.asp?id=Amichai
https://princeton57.org/dynamic.asp?id=Amichai
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#Being right shuts down, closes, makes good earth into cold hard stone. That’s 
another reason that Putnam gets it right: “TV-based politics is to political action as 
watching ER is to saving someone in distress.” 

TV is one-way. The wrong way. And the things we shout at it are the “place where we 
are right.” And that place “is hard and trampled.” 

#I can promise you, if you engage some of our folks here at First Unitarian Society in a 
conversation about just about any topic . . .  you will find the “doubts and loves” that 
“dig up the world” and make new ways of living possible.  

That’s why we are here.  

“Enter, rejoice and come in!” 
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