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Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg, The Notorious RBG, has gone from 

us — dead of pancreatic cancer at the age of 87.  
In two succinct sentences yesterday in the New Yorker, Harvard historian Jill 

Lepore summarizes Ginsberg’s legacy. Lepore writes, “Born the year Eleanor Roosevelt 
became First Lady, Ginsburg bore witness to, argued for, and helped to constitutionalize 
the most hard-fought and least-appreciated revolution in modern American history: the 
emancipation of women. Aside from Thurgood Marshall, no single American has so 
wholly advanced the cause of equality under the law.” 

For those of us who believe in equal dignity and equality of opportunity, who 
believe that liberty should extend to everyone and justice should apply to all, who 
believe our nation’s laws should level the educational and economic playing fields and 
our nation’s leaders should govern with the least-well-off foremost in mind, the death of 
Ruth Bader Ginsburg comes as a crushing blow. She is one of our heroes — both symbol 
and substance of what is best about this nation at its best. She is one of my heroes, a 
champion of virtues and values that I have devoted my life and my ministry to defend 
and extend. 

Now she is gone from us. Though her death has been widely anticipated and soon 
expected, the reality nonetheless comes as a shock. Even so, I wish to share with you this 
morning a few of my preliminary thoughts about the legacy she has left us and the 
challenges that confront us. 

It’s certainly true that the emancipation of women – and men as well – from our 
gendered roles has been and continues to be a hard-fought revolution. No one fought 
harder than RBG. Her work ethic was legendary. Her legal acuity and creativity were 
almost without equal. Her eloquence in argument was equaled only by her incisiveness 
in repartee and retort. 

Perhaps she worked harder than almost anyone else because she knew there was 
no shortcut to the promised land of equality. Ginsberg was known to say that tackling 
gender discrimination one case at a time was like knitting a sweater, a quaint turn of 
phrase perhaps designed to lull her opponents into ignoring her efforts. If the Equal 
Rights Amendment had been passed, the sweater — at least in legal terms — would have 
been completed all at once. But that didn’t happen. Instead, Ginsberg undertook the far 
more arduous effort of knitting it one stitch at a time, building the legal foundation for 
women’s emancipation one case at a time. 



~ 2 ~ 
© 2020 Galen Guengerich 

 

The work remains unfinished — and it may well get even more difficult in the 
weeks and months ahead. In an interview on Fox News following Ginsberg’s death, 
Senator Ted Cruz of Texas said, “I believe that the president should next week nominate 
a successor to the court, and I think it is critical that the Senate takes up and confirms 
that successor before Election Day.” He added, “This nomination is why Donald Trump 
was elected.” 

In terms of the contours of presidential power, Senator Cruz — himself a 
potential nominee for the Court — gets it right. Presidents have only modest control 
over domestic policy, which mostly has to be hammered out with one or both houses of 
Congress and often also negotiated with governors and even mayors. Presidents have far 
more power when it comes to shaping foreign policy, where the pronouncements of the 
President constitute the character of the US on the world stage. 

But nowhere does the President wield more potent power than the unilateral 
responsibility for nominating justices to the Supreme Court. Especially when the Senate 
and the White House are controlled by the same party, the president’s power to 
nominate casts a long shadow, decisively shaping the life of our nation for decades to 
come.  

For her part, just days before her death, Ginsberg told her granddaughter Clara 
Spera that her most fervent wish is that she not be replaced until a new president is 
installed. For myself, I find the prospect of Ginsberg being replaced by a justice cut out 
of the same intellectual and judicial cloth as the last two Trump nominees hard to accept 
— even if she happens to be a woman, and maybe especially then. It would be cruelly 
ironic if Ginsberg’s successor on the court turns out to be yet another defender of the 
patriarchy. But as Cruz rightly says, the power to transform the Supreme Court is one of 
the primary reasons Trump was elected.  

Perhaps we find ourselves in this imbroglio because, as Jill Lepore says, the 
emancipation of women is the least-appreciated revolution in modern American history. 
It’s mostly been taken for granted.  

Decades ago, my wife Dr. Holly Atkinson served on the board of the National 
Organization of Women’s Legal Defense and Education Fund, which was then the 
leading legal arm of the women’s rights movement. Holly has told me that during 
strategy sessions about the future of women’s rights, she would argue that Roe v Wade 
would eventually be overturned – if reproductive rights weren’t an ongoing major focus. 
Many of her colleagues on the board disagreed. 

Holly has told me since what’s she’s learned over decades of work in women’s 
rights and human rights. “Progressives have historically made the mistake of assuming 
that once we’ve achieve a victory,” she says, “that we’ve checked that box, that somehow 
progress is inevitable and irreversible. It is neither.” 

Many people who believe that women should have full control over their own 
bodies treated Roe v Wade as the battle that won the war. Most people who believe 
religion or the state should control women’s bodies treated Roe v Wade as a mere 
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setback, reenergizing them to diversify their strategy. From their perspective, the war is 
going well. 

In 2013, a majority of the justices on the Supreme Court voted to strike down 
most of the provisions of the 1965 Voting Rights Act. They claimed that the Act had 
effectively solved voter suppression for posterity and was therefore no longer needed. In 
a scathing dissent, Ginsberg retorted that throwing out the provisions that had worked 
and were continuing to work “is like throwing away your umbrella in a rainstorm 
because you are not getting wet.” 

It’s been raining for quite some time in America, but there have been a lot of 
umbrellas thrown away. More than 40% of the eligible voters in the US did not vote in 
the 2016 election. As to eligible voters under the age of 30, the situation gets even worse: 
54% did not vote in 2016. 

It’s raining in America. We need more people to show up with umbrellas. It’s 
time to renew our appreciation for what has been achieved by heroes of revolutions past. 
It’s also time to redouble our commitment to fighting for the values we believe in. 

Perhaps counterintuitively, a song by Tina Turner has been running through my 
mind over the past couple of days. It’s the title song of the movie Mad Max: Beyond 
ThunderDome. In the song, she declares: “We don’t need another hero.”  

The hero Turner had in mind — the one in the movie — is the hero who showed 
up after the apocalypse, emerging victorious from a deathmatch in a steel cage known as 
the ThunderDome. We don’t need another hero like that, especially today. We don’t 
need Iron Man or Marlboro Man or Superman. Nor do we need Sarah Connor or Katniss 
Everdeen or even Superwoman.  

Instead, we need a different kind of hero to put life back together again. Turner 
sings: 

 
Out of the ruins 
Out from the wreckage 
Can't make the same mistake this time 
We are the children 
The last generation 
We are the ones they left behind 

 
She goes on to ask: 
 

So what do we do with our lives? 
We leave only a mark 
Will our story shine like a life 
Or end in the dark? 

 
She ends up answering her own question, as she sings: 
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Looking for something 
We can rely on 
There's got to be something better out there 
Love and compassion 
Their day is coming 
All else are castles built in the air. 

 
We are the ones RBG has left behind. We can’t make the same mistake this time. 

We can’t assume that freedom, equality, and justice will be secured and defended by 
solitary heroes fighting on our behalf. The question for us is this: what do we do with 
our lives? Will our story shine like a life or end in the dark?  

There’s got to be something better out there. I believe that somehow, someday, 
some way a day of love and compassion is coming. 

In Ginsberg’s recent book titled My Own Words, she says: 
 
Earlier, I spoke of great changes I have seen in women’s occupations. Yet 
one must acknowledge the still bleak part of the picture. Most people in 
poverty in the United States and the world over are women and children, 
women’s earnings here and abroad trail the earnings of men with 
comparable education and experience, our workplaces do not adequately 
accommodate the demands of childbearing and child rearing, and we have 
yet to devise effective ways to ward off sexual harassment at work and 
domestic violence in our homes. I am optimistic, however, that movement 
toward enlistment of the talent of all who compose “We, the people,” will 
continue. 
 
When Ginsberg read aloud her dissent to the Supreme Court’s Voting Rights Act 

decision in 2013, she reportedly added a conclusion that wasn’t in the written version. 
She said, quoting Martin Luther King, Jr., who was himself paraphrasing the 19th-
century Unitarian minister Theodore Parker, “The arc of the moral universe is long, but 
it bends toward justice.” But it only bends that way, Ginsberg added, “if there is a 
steadfast commitment to see the task through to completion.” 

I awoke yesterday morning, as I always do, to read and ponder the First Light 
Meditation. As often turns out to be the case, the reading was relevant to the day in ways 
I couldn’t have imagined when I selected it. Yesterday’s meditation was taken from the 
works of Annie Dillard, who writes:  

 
There is no one but us. There is no one to send, not a clean hand or a pure 
heart on the face of the earth or in the earth — only us… unfit, not yet 
ready, having each of us chosen wrongly, made a false start, yielded to 
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impulse and the tangled comfort of pleasures, and grown exhausted, 
unable to seek the thread, weak, and uninvolved. But there is no one but 
us. There has never been. 

 
RBG, RIP.  
 
As for the rest of us, the best way for us to honor this extraordinary woman, this 

exemplary American, is to continue enlisting the talent of all who compose “We, the 
people.” 

 


