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This is not an easy sermon to preach, I don’t do despair, I like sermons to be optimistic and 

upbeat, but we have a problem in this country.  Growing up, I had no doubt we lived in the 

greatest, most democratic, most egalitarian, most generous, and civic minded country on earth.  

It was a source of infinite pride that we were born Americans: land of the free, home of the 

brave.  Some of us might sometimes have concerns about some injustice, or another, but to not 

recognize that everything was basically okay would be un-American, and no one wanted to be 

un-American.  I was 13 before I realized our government routinely lied to us, that we were no 

longer in any real sense a democracy, if we ever had been, and corporate power, racism, greed, 

and violence shaped much of American life.  That was 45 years ago, and the more I have learned 

ever since, the more I despair, for I want to live in the country my heart thought I grew up in, a 

place where people care about each other, where our government regulates and limits corporate 

power, racism, greed and violence, to allow us to live lives our hearts desire.  For me that means 

holding the American dream accountable. 

 

I am mindful Mahatma Gandhi initially sought only to be a barrister, an English style lawyer, 

and through his education to seek after material goods.  It was only when he confronted deep 

racism and prejudice in Africa, and then his native land of India, that he decided to make it his 

life’s work to help India become the land his heart desired.  But he could not hope to transform 

India while he remained the same British barrister, so Mahatma Gandhi first became the change 

he so desired.  Unitarian Universalists frequently quote Gandhi’s admonition to “be the change 

you seek” but often don’t consider what that might mean.   

 

Many of us are deeply concerned about global climate change, yet we expend more energy trying 

to persuade others to divest from energy stocks, with limited impact beyond public shaming, then 

we do on changing our consumption habits or building consensus around a national carbon tax.  

We cannot build the country our hearts desire by demonizing those who hold a different view 

than ours.  Like many primate cultures, humans easily become tribal, pitting us against them, and 

racism and cultural bigotry are natural aspects of that tribalism.  There are good and bad aspects 

of knowing our tribe.  Yet we cannot end racism and cultural bigotry through blindness alone, 

the country our hearts desire requires that we come to appreciate and even love each other in our 

racial and cultural distinctiveness.  Greed, wanting more than our fair share, or more than what 

we reasonably need, is never good.  It corrupts the soul and alienates us from each other.  Yet 

over the last 30 years America has become perhaps the greediest place on earth.  Unfortunately 

money and power have a remarkable ability to generate more money and power, so over time 

greed concentrates ever more money and power in the hands of a small elite, driving us further 

away from the country our hearts desire. 
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America is one of the most violent developed countries on earth.  We have higher homicide 

rates, imprison a larger portion of our adult population, tolerate domestic violence, and allow our 

government through the CIA and our military to export terrorism around the world.  This 

rapacious, energy over-consuming, racist, greedy, and violent society, in which kids kill cops and 

cops kill kids, is a far cry from the country our hearts desire.  Yet what are we to do?  The 

problems seem so big and intractable, our government is gridlocked, and the American people 

and Congress deeply polarized!  Immigration, hydraulic fracturing of gas, government 

surveillance of its citizens, affirmative action, Obama-care, income inequality, abortion, same 

sex marriage, nuclear waste, the ISIS terrorists, legalizing marijuana, torture, taxation, and global 

warming, collectively are more than we can handle.  Some days it feels like the four housemen 

of the apocalypse are upon us. 

 

Pity the ancient prophet John of Patmos.  Said to be the last surviving disciple who actually knew 

Jesus in his lifetime, over 50 years later is dying in exile while the Roman Emperor Domitian is 

systematically rooting out and destroying the remnants of this Jewish heresy called Christianity.  

With the destruction of Jerusalem a decade before, it appears increasingly certain that Pax 

Romana, the Roman Empire, has already overthrown the reign of God that Jesus had proclaimed.  

Yet John suffers from apocalyptic dreams which seem to suggest that if the world was turned 

upside down, if Christians could remain true to the teachings of Jesus, a new reign and a New 

Jerusalem could manifest.  John names four horsemen who working together bring destruction: 

the white horse of uncontrollable power, the red horse of violence, the black horse of income 

inequality, and the pale green horse of death.  Any one of them would be overwhelming to tackle 

by itself, and yet no victory could be complete, none would bring about our heart’s desire, unless 

all four of them were tamed or destroyed at the same time.  But despite his despair, his hope wins 

through, a New Jerusalem is possible. 

 

The Book of Revelations almost wasn’t included in the Bible: it was too much Jewish mysticism, 

too anti-Roman government, too apocalyptic, and too certain that this final battle between 

heaven and hell would happen in that generation.  In the nearly 2000 years since John wrote his 

revelation, conservative Christians have seen this end time in just about every generation, and 

often used Revelations as a justification for supporting the status quo, no matter how bad it is, 

until God returns on a cloud of glory to bring an end to the ages.  But liberal Christians have 

generally seen it as a call to recognize the interconnected nature of all things, what Unitarian 

Universalists call the “interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part,” and to call for 

addressing all these evils simultaneously to have any hope of bringing about the New Jerusalem, 

what I called for this sermon the country our hearts desire.  Now we don’t hear much about the 

New Jerusalem in UU circles these days, but as recently as mid-20
th

 century it was core to our 

theology, often celebrated as our Promised Land of Peace and Justice for all. 

 

Because our Beloved Community, the country our hearts desire, cannot be built upon hate and 

moral certainties, it cannot be the result of tribal thinking.  We, like Gandhi, must be prepared to 

be fundamentally changed in the process, to let go of everything we personally have ever done, 

or have failed to do, that contributes to this apocalypse.  We must become citizens worthy of this 
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country our hearts desire long before we can ever hope to breathe it into existence.  Our personal 

consumption, especially energy consumption, must radically decline.  We need to become anti-

oppression, anti-racism activists in order to end systematic oppression, racism, and legacies of 

colonization, or any notions of divide and conquer.  We need to transcend our own fears and our 

greed to assert the right of every American to adequate food, housing, clothing and respect, and 

work to address income inequality in our beloved country.  And we must stand against violence: 

in our homes, in inner city neighborhoods, by marginalized shooters, by our police, by our 

military and our government, for only by breaking the terrible and frequent cycles of violence in 

American life can we ever hope to create the country our hearts desire.  This work begins in 

breaking our hearts.       

 

You see, as we begin this new year, it is not enough that we hate the same things: global climate 

change, racism and cultural bigotry, greed, income inequality, and violence, but rather we must 

come together in community to love the same things, the country our hearts desire, and to work 

together to dismantle every obstacle to its realization.  Climate change may not be your biggest 

issue, but if we don’t take it seriously then the other issues really don’t matter.  As long as young 

black men are disproportionately harassed by police, arrested and imprisoned, denied education 

and jobs, and treated as if black lives don’t matter, then this cannot be the country our hearts 

desire.  As long as changing immigration rules can tear apart families and disrupt lives, for no 

crime beyond becoming an excluded class of people when rules changed, this cannot be the 

country our heart’s desire.  As long as the CIA brutally mistreats, terrorizes and tortures, foreign 

citizens whom we have no legitimate basis to prosecute or convict, violating international treaties 

on human rights Americans helped to write, simply because in our fear we declared a war on 

terrorism, this cannot be the country our hearts desire.  Over the last 50 years the United States of 

America has been responsible for more terror and torture than any other country. 

 

There, I have said it, we have met the enemy and it is us.  The four horsemen of our apocalypse 

appear to be excess energy consumption, tribalism as manifested in racism and cultural bigotry, 

greed and its attendant income inequality, and our American culture of violence.  Not that 

different from the four horsemen John of Patmos dreamt of.  We cannot deal with them 

individually, it is too overwhelming, but must address all four if we are to have any hope of 

helping to create the country our hearts desire.  If we slow climate change at the expense of the 

bottom billion humans living on the planet, we have failed.  If we let greed and fear dominate our 

politics and our government we will have failed.  If our claims of democracy and freedom don’t 

include all adult Americans, those claims are hollow and misleading.  If in connection with drug 

charges the police can confiscate the money and possessions of the poor, with no need to prove 

they were drug related, we are a police state rather than a democracy.  If our government can 

randomly change its rules about who and what is illegal, and with mandatory sentencing laws 

destroy the lives of anyone caught within the system, we are not the country our hearts desire.  

However, I do not despair, for I agree with The Economist magazine, America is one of the few 

countries in the world willing and able to face its demons.  We have failed to live up to our own 

ethical standards, have ceased to be the country our hearts desire, but we can recommit ourselves 

to do so. 
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Because of our Purposes and Principles Unitarian Universalists are uniquely well positioned to 

foster this Great Transformaiton.  We affirm and promote the inherent worth and dignity of every 

person; justice, equity and compassion in human relations; the right of conscience and the use of 

the democratic process; the goal of world community with peace, liberty, and justice for all; as 

well as the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part.  We open ourselves to 

being the change we seek, and find allies for the journey.  We can find common ground in 

dealing with climate change.  We are prepared to march for the rights of young black men even 

as we honor the courage and integrity of police officers.  We join Centro Presente and the 

Chelsea Collaborative in fighting for immigrant rights, especially for families, because we can 

challenge the unjust laws without risking prison and deportation.  We join the financially 

marginalized in seeking a $10 an hour national minimum wage, to push towards a $15 an hour 

livable minimum wage, and to educate ourselves about the structural reasons the wealthiest 1% 

keep getting richer while the American middle class languishes.  We can take back our 

government, despite the Supreme Court authorized sale of our elected officials to the highest 

bidders, and push for laws that enhance the common good rather than narrow interest.  We can 

return to regulated capitalism, which was the American form of capitalism for most of the 20
th

 

century, and is one which reflects government’s role in protecting the common interests of all 

people, with particular focus on needs of the poor and marginalized. 

 

Why do I believe we can build the country our hearts desire?  If not in this generation perhaps 

for our grandchildren?  I believe it because we have done it before.  It was Universalists who 

guided disestablishment of religion in Massachusetts.  It was Unitarians after the American Civil 

War that pushed through sanitation reforms dramatically improving the health conditions and 

quality of life in our inner cities.  It was Unitarian educators who pushed for universal education 

at no cost for the poor.  It was Unitarians, working through programs like UU Urban Ministry, 

and alongside Catholic workers and Protestant Social Gospel groups, who provided food, 

education, after school programs, and social support to the poorest of the poor in American inner 

cities.  We are a people willing to stand with others, to honor the inherent worth and dignity of 

every person; to fight the Supreme Court if necessary for justice, equity and compassion in 

human relations; to demonstrate with the marginalized and oppressed; to feed the hungry, clothe 

the naked, and support the sick; taking to the streets to ensure a more fair and equal society at 

large; while holding clearly to our vision of a world community with peace, liberty and justice 

for all.  There is so much to do, the task can be overwhelming, but do not despair, the country 

our hearts desire is possible, and someone had best take the lead, so it might as well be UU’s.  I 

love you all dearly.  Amen and Blessed Be. 


