
~ 1 ~ 
© 2020 Galen Guengerich 

 

WHO WILL DECIDE? 
 

A sermon by Galen Guengerich 
All Souls NYC Online 

November 1, 2020 
 

 
In November of 1993, a week after the death of Italian filmmaker Federico 

Fellini, the New York Times published an article by film critic Bruce Weber, who 
expressed impatience with Fellini’s supposedly opaque and perplexing movies. The 
filmmaker Martin Scorsese read the article and wrote a letter to the editor in response. 

Scorsese says he wasn’t distressed that Weber didn’t like Fellini’s movies, but he 
was distressed by the reason. Weber’s dismissive attitude toward Fellini extended to 
other forms of artistic expression that were different, difficult, or demanding.  

Scorsese recalled a beer commercial that opened with a black and white parody of 
a foreign film — one by the likes of Fellini or Bergman. Two young men in a video store 
are watching the film, obviously puzzled, while their female companion seems 
interested. A title flashes on the screen: “Why do foreign films have to be so foreign?” 
The young men end up renting an action-adventure film, filled with explosions, much to 
the disappointment of the woman. 

Scorsese points out that the commercial puts women and foreign films in the 
same category, one characterized by weakness, complexity, and tedium. He says, “I like 
action-adventure films too. I also like movies that tell a story, but is the American way 
the only way of telling stories?” The issue here, he says, is not film theory, but cultural 
diversity and openness. When the world is fragmenting into groups of intolerance, 
ignorance, and hatred, he says, diversity guarantees our cultural survival. 

Scorsese asks: 
 
Is this closed-mindedness something we want to pass along to future 
generations? If you accept the answer in the commercial, why not take it 
to its natural progression: 
 

Why don’t they make movies like ours? 
Why don’t they tell stories as we do? 
Why don’t they dress as we do? 
Why don’t they eat as we do? 
Why don’t they talk as we do? 
Why don’t they think as we do? 
Why don’t they worship as we do? 
Why don’t they look like us? 
Ultimately, who will decide who “we” are? 
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On Tuesday, in a process of voting that began some weeks ago and may 

ultimately end sometime from now, a decision will get made about who we are, at least 
for now. No matter what gets decided, no matter who ends up controlling the Senate, 
and no matter who ends up in the Oval Office, our nation will end up deeply and 
dangerously divided. No outcome on Tuesday will mitigate this danger. Indeed, any 
outcome will probably make it worse in the near term. 

Many of these divisions stem from profound religious differences. In a recent 
report by Melissa Rogers and E.J. Dionne Jr. of the Brookings Institution, titled “A Time 
to Heal, A Time to Build,” they point out that “large groups of Americans currently fear 
that the triumph of their opponents will render the country unrecognizable and 
inhospitable to their deepest beliefs… One side fears that marriage equality and Roe v. 
Wade will be reversed and that Americans will be denied basic health care, commercial 
goods and services, and government-funded benefits based on an individual’s gender, 
sexual orientation, or gender identity. The other side fears their government will brand 
them as bigots for their religious opposition to marriage equality, close their colleges 
and universities, press them to engage in activities that violate their consciences, and 
strip their institutions’ tax-exempt statuses because of their beliefs.” 

These fears are long-standing and deep-seated on both sides. In my view at least, 
for either side to dismiss the other side’s fears as unfounded or unwarranted would be to 
make a serious strategic blunder. Fear of the other has ended up destroying much 
longer-standing societies than ours. 

That said, religious commitments and political commitments do not share the 
same standing in a pluralist democracy. Indeed, to establish a pluralist democracy is to 
indicate that public policy will be based not on any one group’s religious commitments, 
but rather on what gives all citizens an equal measure of religious freedom, which 
includes the freedom not to be religious at all. 

In both demographic and constitutional terms, the United States of America is no 
longer a White Christian nation, though it was founded by White Christian men who 
intended it to be ruled by White Christian men. Today, when it comes to both 
population and polity, this is a pluralist democracy. In order for the US to remain a 
White Christian nation in the future as it has been in the past, White Christians have to 
figure out a way to ensure that their minority continues to rule. 

As it happens, the United States was somewhat surreptitiously set up to 
accommodate minority rule. Taxation without representation — the District of 
Columbia’s motto of protest — is only one aspect of our nation’s deliberate 
disenfranchisement. In the Electoral College, when it comes to electing the President of 
the United States, it takes about 70 California voters to equal the power of one Wyoming 
voter. When it comes to electing Senators, California’s 40 million citizens have no more 
power than Wyoming’s 580,000 citizens. Because the President nominates and the 
Senate confirms Supreme Court justices, small states like Wyoming, which tend to skew 
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more right and more religious than large states like California, end up having outsized 
influence. This is why an increasing majority of Supreme Court justices have ended up 
aligned with an increasingly small minority of voters. 

Over the past couple weeks, I’ve been thinking a lot about how I feel about 
judicial interpretation without representation. About 20 percent of Americans today are 
Catholics, and about 13 percent are former Catholics. The Catholic tradition has 
experienced a greater net loss of adherents in recent decades than any other religious 
tradition in the nation. Yet the Catholic presence on the Supreme Court has continued to 
expand. With Judge Barrett’s confirmation, six of the nine justices are now Catholic. As 
a Unitarian Universalist, I don’t feel adequately represented. 

I realize that for most of the court’s history, all of the justices were white and 
male. Women and people of color had no representation at all, so my protest of 
interpretation without representation based on religion merely reinforces my long-
standing privilege based on gender identity and race. Point well-made and well taken. 
But expanding the majority of people in our nation who are not adequately represented 
by the increasingly small minority of people in power is hardly the direction we want to 
be going. 

Here’s the irony: minority rule is based not on strength but on weakness. Alisha 
Haridasani Gupta, the gender reporter for the New York Times, recently wrote a column 
about why so many men have so much trouble wearing masks. She interviewed Anand 
Giridharadas, author of the book Winners Take All: The Elite Charade of Changing the 
World. She asked him to explain a comment that he had made about President Trump 
removing his mask on the White House balcony after his return from the hospital, which 
Giridharadas described as a show of toxic masculinity. 

It’s false bravado based on fear, Giridharadas said. Speaking of Trump, he added, 
“He is a weak man who has always longed to be a strong man, and he is a weak man’s 
idea of a strong man.” Giridharadas goes on to say that our society teaches men that the 
only way to have dignity is not be a woman, not be weak, not be gay, always hit first, and 
never present yourself as vulnerable or in need. He says, “I think the expectation of 
invulnerability in men is quite universal.” 

Does this kind of masculinity underpin American institutions, too?” Gupta asked. 
Giridharadas responded, “Yes, I think it does… We are at a moment of real reckoning 
with three interlocking supremacies: white supremacy, male supremacy and capital 
supremacy.” By capital supremacy, I take Giridharadas to mean the increasing control of 
financial capital by the few to the detriment of the labor capital of the many. “These 
things work together,” he says, “and what they have in common is dehumanization and 
the centering of the aggressor’s point of view instead of those who most need our 
support and attention.”  

To Giridharadas’ three supremacies I would add two more: judicial supremacy 
and individualist supremacy. By judicial supremacy, I mean the increasing deference of 
the legislative and executive branches of government to the judicial branch. By 
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individualist supremacy, I mean the persistence of the uniquely American myth that we 
as individuals should be self-reliant and self-sufficient.  

All of these so-called supremacies are expressions of bravado based ultimately on 
fear — fear of weakness, and fear of the strength of others who are different. This deep-
seated fear leads people to try to convince themselves and others that supreme power 
should be wielded by people who dress as they do, eat as they do, talk as they do, think 
as they do, worship as they do, and look like them. 

In my heart of hearts, I do not believe that these supremacies will ultimately carry 
the day. This nation’s founders established a standard for this fledgling democracy — 
that all men, by which they meant white men from Europe, were created equal. But over 
time, always through tireless protest and sometimes through horrific bloodshed, those 
Americans originally left out of the circle of equal freedom and equal dignity insisted on 
expanding the founders’ original intent.  

One hundred and fifty years ago, the 15th Amendment granted all male persons 
the right to vote. One hundred years ago, the 19th Amendment granted women the right 
to vote. Fifty-six years ago, the Civil Rights Act outlawed discrimination based on race, 
color, religion, sex, and national origin, which was extended to include sexual 
orientation earlier this year. Five years ago, gay marriage was legalized in all 50 states.  

Over the centuries, the circle of equal freedom and equal dignity has been 
expanding, and it is still expanding — hence the fury and fanaticism of the supremacists. 

In a recent New York Times op-ed titled “End Minority Rule,” Harvard political 
scientists Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt, authors of the book How Democracies Die, 
write, “If American democracy is nearing a breaking point, the crisis generated by the 
Trump presidency could also be a prelude to a democratic breakthrough. Opposition to 
Trumpism has engendered a growing multiracial majority that could lay a foundation 
for a more democratic future. Public opinion has shifted in important ways, especially 
among white Americans.” 

For example, the percentage of Americans who agree that African Americans face 
a lot of discrimination has more than doubled in just seven years, from 19 percent in 
2013 to 50 percent in 2020. Twenty-five years ago, fewer than one-third of Americans 
agreed that immigrants strengthen our nation; today, two-thirds agree. Three-quarters 
of Americans supported the Black Lives Matter protests earlier this year, including 60 
percent of White Americans. The silent majority is no longer silent, and it is increasingly 
the majority. 

Who will ultimately decide who we are? We the people will decide — not the 
supremacists. That’s not to say that the supremacists will cede power willingly, nor that 
their preferential access to power will be easy to dismantle, but their numbers are 
dwindling, and their time is running out. Tuesday may or may not mark another turning 
point in our nation’s march toward equal freedom and equal dignity for everyone, but I 
believe the fearful few will ultimately lose out to the freedom-loving many. 
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The contemporary American poet Elizabeth Alexander puts it this way in her 
poem titled “Rally”: 

 
Then the crowd made noise that gathered and grew 
until it was loud and was loud as the sea. 
What it meant or would mean was not yet fixed 
nor could be, though human beings ever tilt toward we. 

 
The day after the 2016 election put Donald Trump in the White House, Aaron 

Sorkin, the Oscar-winning screenwriter of The Social Network and mastermind 
behind The West Wing, wrote a letter to his 15-year-old daughter Roxy and her mother 
Julia. After decrying the misogyny and bigotry that had carried the day, he concluded, 
“America didn’t stop being America last night and we didn’t stop being Americans and 
here’s the thing about Americans: Our darkest days have always — always — been 
followed by our finest hours.” 
 


