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“We the people, in order to form a more perfect union, establish 
justice, ensure domestic tranquility, provide for the common 
defense, promote the general welfare and secure the blessings of 
liberty, to ourselves and our posterity do ordain and establish this 
Constitution, for the United States of America.” When we learned 
this in school, my teacher scolded us firmly that we were not to 
sing it -- a significant difficulty, since most of us had learned it 
from Schoolhouse Rock, which played amidst the Saturday morning 
cartoons of my youth. Indeed, my idea of America growing up was 
best expressed by Schoolhouse Rock’s classic “Great American 
Melting Pot”: 
  

“The principle still sticks/ our heritage is mixed/ so any kid 
can be the president. 
You simply ... 
Melt right in . 
It doesn't matter... 
What your skin. 
It doesn't matter 
Where you're from 
Or your religion you jump right in----what fine ingredients, 
liberty and immigrants…”  
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Because I am seen as white, and because I have had a 
white-defined middle class American upbringing during the 70s 
and beyond, it was a long time before I truly began to grasp a 
simple truth: America is a story we tell ourselves, and everything 
hinges on the “we” who are telling the story. 
 
Almost a year to the day before he was killed, Dr. Martin Luther 
King told a story about America, which he called “The Other 
America.” He said:  
 

“there are literally two Americas. One America is beautiful for 
our situation. And in a sense, this America is overflowing with 
the miracle of prosperity and the honey of opportunity. This 
America is the habitat of millions of people who have food 
and material necessities for their bodies and culture and 
education for their minds, and freedom and human dignity 
for their spirit. In this America, millions of people experience 
every day the opportunity of having life, liberty, and the 
pursuit of happiness in all of their dimensions. And in this 
America, millions of young people grow up in the sunlight of 
opportunity. 
 
But tragically and unfortunately, there is another America. 
This other America has a daily ugliness about it that 
constantly transforms the buoyancy of hope into the fatigue 
of despair. In this America, millions of work-starved [people] 
walk the streets daily in search for jobs that do not exist. In 
this America, millions of people find themselves living in 
rat-infested, vermin-filled slums. In this America, people are 
poor by the millions. And they find themselves perishing on a 
lonely island of poverty, in the midst of a vast ocean of 
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material prosperity. ...Many people of various backgrounds 
live in this other America. Some are Mexican-American, some 
are Puerto Ricans, some are Indians, some happen to be from 
other groups, millions of them are Appalachian whites. 
Probably the largest group in this other America, in 
proportion to its size and the population is the American 
Negro…”1 
 

Dr. King was not killed during the height of the civil rights 
movement. He was harassed, targeted by both the US government 
and by white supremacists, but he was not killed until he started 
talking about war and poverty - when he started to tell a story 
about America that would bring together poor whites and poor 
Blacks, indigenous and immigrant peoples, when he threatened 
the foundations of power that were born in the blood of the 
American revolution and have been reborn again in blood 
generation after generation, right up to our own day. Dr. King was 
a powerful storyteller, and that made him dangerous. 
 
America is not a place. It is a story we tell, and when we speak it 
into existence, we have to know who the “we” are.  
We have to be aware of the many histories that intertwine and 
weave the story. The Potawatomi storyteller, mother and scientist 
Robin Wall Kimmerer paints breath-taking yet beautifully clear 
and often quietly devastating stories of her family and people, as 
for example when she writes:  
 

1 The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. “The Other America,” speech at Stanford Univ. April 1967. 
https://www.rev.com/blog/transcripts/the-other-america-speech-transcript-martin-luther-king
-jr 
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“Our lands around Lake Michigan were wanted by settlers, so 
in long lines, surrounded by soldiers, we were marched at 
gunpoint along what would become known as the Trail of 
Death. They took us to a new place, far from our lakes and 
forests. But someone wanted that land, too, so the bedrolls 
were packed again, thinner this time. In the span of a single 
generation, my ancestors were “removed” three times - 
Wisconsin to Kansas, points in between, and then to 
Oklahoma. ...So much was scattered and left along that trail. 
Graves of half the people. Language. Knowledge. Names. My 
great-grandmother Sha-note, “wind blowing through,” was 
renamed Charlotte. Names the soldiers or missionaries could 
not pronounce were not permitted.” 2 

 
My own great-grandmother’s true name was lost on the way to 
whiteness. On her grave is printed the name she was given when 
she finally stopped in Louisiana - Cinderella Head.  
 
What story of America was being told when indigenous families 
and communities were being force-marched away from their 
homes, their language, their children torn from them to be sent to 
“Indian schools” and forbidden anything but English? Jefferson tips 
his hand when he writes in 1781, in “Notes on the State of Virginia,” 
in the midst of his long and gut-churningly racist depiction of the 
enslaved African people in Virginia:  
 

“The Indians...will often carve figures on their pipes not destitute 
of design and merit. They will crayon out an animal, a plant, or a 
country, so as to prove the existence of a germ in their minds 

2 Robin Wall Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass. Milkweed Ed., Canada, 2013. 
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which only wants cultivation. They astonish you with strokes of 
the most sublime oratory; such as prove their reason and 
sentiment strong, their imagination glowing and elevated. But 
never yet could I find that a black had uttered a thought above the 
level of plain narration; never see even an elementary trait, of 
painting or sculpture. In music they are more generally gifted 
than the whites with accurate ears for tune and time, and they 
have been found capable of imagining a small catch.” 3 

 
The same mind that crafted a story of America and proclaimed “We 
hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal” held 
another idea of who America belonged to. The notes were written to 
expressly proclaim that he felt all Black people then living in the United 
States should be removed, for reasons he went into excruciating detail 
to outline. 
 
This history, and the many histories of this idea of America and who it 
belongs to as well as who belongs to it...it is worth lifting up because 
there has never been a time when we were not writing the story of 
America. The textile workers in the Bread and Roses strike, or the 
Pullman strike...the suffragettes at Seneca Falls and the Black women 
they excluded, leading Sojourner Truth to ask “Ain’t I a woman, too?” 
...the story of an America that rounded up Japanese Americans and put 
them in internment camps, or the story of an America where we 
wanted to go to the moon so we put our minds to it and went ...America 
is a story that is being told every single generation, every year, and 
every day. Is it morning in America? Is it a country of a thousand points 
of light? Do we believe that yes, we can? Or is the country that has been 
stolen from the true patriots, the place where “fake news” abounds and 
we just want to Make America Great Again?  
 

3 Thomas Jefferson, “Notes on the State of Virginia.” 
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My point is this: it is all of that. It is a story that we are telling each 
other, and the story truly matters. Let me tell you a story about the 
story. I travelled to the Soviet Union in 1989, obviously at the very end 
of their time as the USSR. Gorbachev was already in power, and I was 
traveling with a group of students. While there, we spent just one day 
with some Soviet students. In some ways, it’s hard to tell this story if 
you aren’t very familiar with Russian history or what it was like to 
actually live in the Soviet Union. But for the purposes of this story, I’ll 
just mention that all art that you could buy was still under Soviet 
authority; the subjects approved, and the majority simply beautifully 
rendered pieces of overt propaganda. But while with the students, a 
young man feverishly pressed upon me a painting he had done. It was a 
small, paper-sized canvas and the work quite crude. It showed a man, 
painted more as a Neanderthal, standing on a cliff. He carried a wooden 
sign, wrapped in barbed wire, that said “USSR.” The viewer looked over 
his shoulder out across the water with him, as he gazed across the 
distance and saw there the Statue of Liberty, and a shining city beyond. 
In heartbreaking clarity, this dangerous, small painting expressed this 
young Soviet man’s belief that America was that shining city of liberty 
-- the story of America was one that had, against significant odds, made 
its way into his life and heart and from there, into his dangerous art, 
which he, with fervor and furtiveness, pressed on me at the end of our 
short time together. He had heard a story that gave him hope; he 
believed in it in a way that made a difference.  
 
We know the story of America is a hot mess. It’s bloody, fully steeped in 
white supremacy, it has been constantly co-opted by the powerful and 
the wicked, and at the same time, it is a story that has brought 
generations of people from all around the world to write their names in 
hope on its pages. James Baldwin, who knew America’s sins and even 
left its shores, insisted: “I love America more than any other country in 
this world, and, exactly for this reason, I insist on the right to criticize 
her perpetually.”  
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The reason I am saying all these things this morning, in church, is 
because dangerous stories are abroad in this land, and more than ever, 
the emancipating story of a free faith is needed. Unitarian Universalism 
is the “faith of the free” out of which our most soaring American 
rhetoric was born. Now we need to be sure we are also the home of the 
brave -- the ones who take seriously the need to tell a better story of 
America, a story where no person is illegal, and love is love, and women 
and trans rights are human rights, and we believe in one person, one 
vote. We are the love people, who pour out into the streets to show our 
love of our neighbors whenever tyranny rears its head. We are the 
people whose faith has always been informed by both poetry and 
science, and we are capable of understanding the complex reality both 
that truth matters and we each bear witness to that truth wearing the 
tinted glasses of our own histories, biases and prejudice.  
 
America - and those of you with us from other countries, your country, 
too - needs us to tell our story, what we think America should be or 
become. Once upon a time in America, religious people said they were 
the “Moral Majority.” Today, I do not hesitate in any situation 
whatsoever to say that they are neither. There are moments in history, 
and friends, this is one, where the clash of ideas -- the clash of stories - 
is a matter of life and death, where the direction of a people for 
generations will be shaped by which story is written in the book of Life. 
If you and I fail the test of this moment - if we do not step up, speak our 
truth and carefully open up space so voices at the margins of power can 
be heard, what comes to pass may bear little resemblance to the idea of 
America that Baldwin loved, the first America that King pointed to as a 
promised land, the America for which Langston Hughes yearned when 
he wrote:  

 
“Let America be the dream the dreamers dreamed— 
Let it be that great strong land of love 
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Where never kings connive nor tyrants scheme 
That any [one] be crushed by one above.”4 

 

In closing, I want to share one last story of America, by another poet. At 
22 years old, Amanda Gorman will, this week, become the youngest 
inaugural poet in history. In 2014, she was named the first Youth Poet 
Laureate of Los Angeles, and three years later she became the country’s 
first National Youth Poet Laureate. This is an excerpt of her poem,  

“In This Place (An American Lyric)” 
 
There’s a poem in Boston’s Copley Square 
 where protest chants 
 tear through the air 
 like sheets of rain, 
 where love of the many 
 swallows hatred of the few. 
 
There’s a poem in Charlottesville 
 where tiki torches string a ring of flame 
 tight round the wrist of night 
 where men so white they gleam blue— 
 seem like statues 
 where men heap that long wax burning 
 ever higher 
 where Heather Heyer 
 blooms forever in a meadow of resistance.  
… 
 
There’s a poem in Florida, in East Texas 

4 Langston Hughes, “Let America Be America Again.” Poem: 
https://poets.org/poem/let-america-be-america-again 
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where streets swell into a nexus 
 of rivers, cows afloat like mottled buoys in the brown, 
 where courage is now so common 
 that 23-year-old Jesus Contreras rescues people from 
floodwaters. 
 
There’s a poem in Los Angeles 
 yawning wide as the Pacific tide 
 where a single mother swelters 
 in a windowless classroom, teaching 
 black and brown students in Watts 
 to spell out their thoughts 
 so her daughter might write 
 this poem for you.   
...   
 
 su nación 
 our country 
 our America, 
 our American lyric to write— 
 a poem by the people, the poor, 
 the Protestant, the Muslim, the Jew, 
 the native, the immigrant, 
 the black, the brown, the blind, the brave, 
 the undocumented and undeterred, 
 the woman, the man, the nonbinary, 
 the white, the trans, 
 the ally to all of the above 
 and more? 
 
Tyrants fear the poet. 
 Now that we know it 
 we can’t blow it... 
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Hope— 
 we must bestow it 
 like a wick in the poet 
 so it can grow, lit, 
 bringing with it 
 stories to rewrite— 
... 
 a nation composed but not yet completed. 
There’s a poem in this place— 
 a poem in America 
 a poet in every American 
 who rewrites this nation, who tells 
 a story worthy of being told on this minnow of an earth 
 to breathe hope into a palimpsest of time— 
 a poet in every American 
 who sees that our poem penned 
 doesn’t mean our poem’s end. 
There’s a place where this poem dwells— 
 it is here, it is now, in the yellow song of dawn’s bell 
 where we write an American lyric 
 we are just beginning to tell.5 

 

 

5 Amanda Gorman. “In This Place (An American Lyric).” Poem: 
https://poets.org/poem/place-american-lyric 
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