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Perhaps you have noticed: it is difficult, these days, to speak for long 
with others in a group before the suffering caused by our political 
divides emerges in conversation. Gone are the days when we could 
jokingly talk about the drunk uncle at the family gathering, that one 
fabled character who always stood in for the difficulties of difference 
between relatives. These days, that uncle has proliferated, turned into 
mother and husband, sister and brother in law, cousin and even good 
friend. And this is because difference has become identity, and our 
sources of information are both prolific and Balkanized. As knowledge 
has been democratized, it has been accompanied by what’s been called 
“the death of expertise.” - a general decline in a perceived need for 
experts.  News sources proliferate, but regulation of both cable and 
internet information resources has never been more lax. And the pace 
of technological advance is exponential, while our human biology is not. 
We are drowning, psychologically speaking, in a vast and growing sea of 
technological access and information, and it’s hard to see a shoreline. I 
mention these things because I want to begin to paint a picture of how 
we got to this moment, when so many of our fellow citizens and 
neighbors seem shockingly susceptible to dangerous conspiracy 
theories and outright falsehood. As I do this, I want to urge deep and 
genuine humility, since every one of us is similarly susceptible to 
confirmation bias -- believing something, and then selectively taking in 
things that confirm our prior beliefs, and dismissing, often without 
clear awareness we’re doing so, the things that counter our held beliefs.  
 
The conditions that lend themselves toward such profound differences 
in how we, as neighbors and fellow citizens, perceive our national 
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reality, is longstanding - but the pandemic has been an almost 
incalculable accelerant. Back in 1995, Robert Putnam first authored a 
paper titled, “Bowling Alone: America’s Declining Social Capital.” I didn’t 
read the paper, but I was preaching from the book he wrote with the 
same name before 2001. He outlined the astounding ways in which 
Americans had grown disconnected from almost all of our community 
collaborations - those places where people had met in person, 
especially for civic purposes and connection. Churches, rotary clubs, 
Scouting, sports leagues...even our wider family connections were 
attenuating rapidly, as people moved away from their families of origin 
for work or other reasons. We also had significantly smaller circles of 
friendship and support - people we felt we could turn to with truly 
personal matters, or could count on in a crisis. This decline in 
real-world closeness and engagement was intertwined, of course, with 
a rapidly-expanding rise in access to all kinds of things via the internet, 
and in time, through social media. So many of us were losing - or had 
never had - the thick connections of interpersonal and civic 
engagement in the physical world...and at the same time, we were 
spending more of our lives and social capital in the virtual world of the 
internet and then through social media connections. First designed and 
offered as neutral or well-intentioned digital commons -- does anyone 
now recall that Google’s original slogan was “Don’t be evil?” -- over 
time, these companies monetized and we, the users, were the product. 
As has been noted by Harvard economist Shoshanna Zuboff, the author 
of Survelliance Capitalism, and others, only two industries call those 
that use their product “users” -- tech companies and pushers. To 
effectively sell access for use, tech companies developed algorithms 
designed for one purpose only: to keep our eyes on them, to maintain 
our attention as often as possible for as long as possible. And the ways 
they found to do it have been the work of millions of hours by people 
trained in social psychology and neurobiology and more...we are nearly 
defenseless against the powerful array of tools employed by tech giants.  
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I mention this to remind us of our own vulnerabilities, and to suggest 
that although our anger and frustration is often turned toward our 
fellow citizens who listen to things we refuse to listen to, and believe in 
things we steadfastly deny, we actually have a common enemy: the 
unfettered power and unregulated domain of the tech companies 
whose products and access we are not particularly free to completely 
avoid. What I want to share this morning focuses on how to throw 
lifelines to people we want to save from the abyss of hatred and lies 
that is so prevalent right now, and how to stand firm on a moral 
firmament as we do so, but please: keep in mind that there are Goliaths 
abroad in the land, and every David among us must turn our attention 
to bringing them back to human-size.  
 
All humans need connection, and we are profoundly influenced by the 
people around us. The most significant determinative of what political 
party you belong to is the people with whom you are closest, and with 
whom you spend the most time. Now, I can already feel my UU 
beloveds out there tensing up some, ready for the arguments we love to 
have. Please remember that Unitarian Universalists, by the nature of 
our faith, are already significantly more iconoclastic and skeptical by 
nature, more open to listening to differing opinions and ideas, and 
more comfortable adjusting our understandings based on new 
information than people in more conservative faith traditions. So if you 
were always the lone Democratic socialist in your family, we see you.  
 
It remains true, though, that we humans have a strong need to belong, 
to be part of a social group. We long to feel both a part of things, and to 
feel as though our lives have meaning and purpose. These are incredibly 
motivating things. 
 
Any terrorist cell will tell you: their ranks are built on the lonely and 
disaffected. In a country ravaged by opioid addiction, one of the most 
prevalent recruiting practices of the Proud Boys and other white 
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supremacist hate groups was to seek out men who were struggling with 
addiction, and offer to help them. They befriend them, help them get 
clean if they can, bring them into a circle of people who help make sure 
they have the basic things they need -- groceries, maybe help getting a 
job. They call them “brother,” tell them that their struggles were caused 
by “those other people” - you can fill in the blanks with who “those 
others” are, -- and set before them a Great Cause: saving their people - 
white people - and America.  
 
In pandemic times, when people are stuck at home, increasingly 
unemployed and scared, they turn of course to the internet to connect 
with others. With frightening speed, a Facebook group can invite you 
into conspiracy culture, or a YouTube search for information about 
how to fight covid -- might injecting bleach really work? -- draws you 
in, step by suggested-video-for-you algorithmic step -- into the world 
of Qanon. And once there, my friends, you are separated from the 
sheeple, one of the ones in the know, and part of the great fight against 
the international Satanic pedophilia rings and a vast global conspiracy 
bent on enslaving hard-working Americans after they get rid of your 
guns. 
 
From the outside of a conspiracy theory, it looks like lunacy. But these 
beliefs do not develop overnight, and they are not just simple 
misunderstandings of fact. They are communities of hope and 
empowerment. They are intentionally-structured landscapes where 
trust in institutions is carefully deconstructed, and legitimate sources 
of authority are ridiculed and undermined. In a world where things feel 
very out of control, the puzzles and community and mission of Qanon 
becomes a way to both feel in control again, and part of something 
important. Community, meaning, and mission. It’s all there. 
 
You cannot argue someone out of their sense of mission, and very few 
people can be ridiculed out of their beliefs, especially when most of 
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their current meaning and community rests on maintaining those 
beliefs. So what can we do? How can we rebuild our civic commons, 
and what can we do with all the hate that has poisoned the spaces 
between us? 
 
Before we can help anyone else, before we can build a better world, we 
have to tend the moral foundations in our own lives. With people who 
care deeply about the world and about other people, this is a reminder 
that is needed again and again. You must put on your own oxygen mask 
before helping others. But Jesus noted something equally important 
when he said, “Why do you notice the speck that is in your [sibling’s] 
eye, but fail to notice the log that is in your own eye?” It’s important 
that we have built sturdy, loving relationships of accountability and 
support for ourselves. It’s critical that we pay attention to our own 
biases and prejudices, and what our sources of authority and truthful 
information are. By being here this morning, you are already doing 
something important in this work - you are practicing spiritual 
self-care, and participating in building Beloved Community. But in my 
experience, if you ask a Unitarian Universalist about their moral 
perspective or to describe their ethical foundations, they will quickly 
shift to politics, or to social justice work, fighting of course immoral 
others. The important work of interrogating and defining, then living 
out, an explicit moral framework seems difficult for most. Moral 
foundations theory explores common themes found among people 
across differences in cultures and times. It reflects on how we express 
values of care, fairness, and loyalty. It describes different ways we 
respond to authority, our views of liberty versus oppression, and even 
what disgusts us or what we do or do not see as “impure” or degrading. 
It is a way of understanding what is important to us, what values we 
most cherish, and the shape of the world we long to see.  
 
For over two hundred years, All Souls has been a place where people 
come to wrestle with these questions. We build, generation after 
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generation, a community of doubters and dreamers, and these are the 
very things that can most help us remain freethinkers, hungry for truth, 
capable of both dismantling structures of injustice, and building 
something better in their place. 
 
Gandhi said, “A principle is a principle, and in no case can it be watered 
down because of our incapacity to live it in practice. We have to strive 
to achieve it, and the striving should be conscious, deliberate, and 
hard.” 
 
It is hard to live by your own highest aspirations, but if you have 
principles, and I pray that you do, you must strive to live them out in 
practice. To do that, you must, of course, know what those principles 
are - each must be able to articulate them, understand their 
implications, pursue them in the most ordinary moments of each day. 
This general exhortation, I believe, brings us back around to a specific: 
and that is whether we must do all we can to help dispel some of the 
hate which has made toxic our body politic, and try to help whenever 
we can build bridges with our far-gone neighbors.  
 
Before I even suggest this, let me add an important caveat. At every 
turn, I think James Baldwin’s maxim must be applied: “We can agree to 
disagree and still love one another unless your disagreement is rooted 
in my oppression and denial of my humanity and right to exist.” Period. 
If the person you are facing is actively pursuing your oppression or 
denies that you should even exist, then you have no obligations to that 
person. So Black, Indigenous, other beloveds of color, our LGBTQIA+ 
family, people who are structurally or interpersonally at risk in 
relationship - when facing those who seek to oppress, “disagreeing in 
love” is not a moral demand.  
 
I want to underscore this because there is a critical related obligation: if 
you are in relationship with someone who actively seeks to oppress 
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others or denies them the right to exist -- others, not you -- then our 
faith does call us into that space. We should do everything we can to 
answer Love’s call to change those hearts and minds we can touch. But 
how? 
 
Psychologists who have worked for a long time on helping people 
leaving cults and to break free from conspiracy-based communities like 
Qanon have some suggestions. One of the most essential is to be a 
“North Star.” Be someone who is present in their life, who can articulate 
a moral response to the challenges of the day - able to say “when I see 
this problem, this is the value that guides me.” Do what you can to help 
them keep connected to something meaningful and valuable in the real 
world, like their child’s school, volunteering or enjoying a hobby that 
connects them with others.  
 
In the ways that we work to thicken, rather than attenuate, our 
relationships within our communities, it’s important to remember that 
we can control ourselves, but not others. If your sibling sends you Q 
videos, just don’t watch them. It is worth saying, from time to time, “I 
want you to know that I do not believe the things this video espouses, 
because I believe [insert relevant moral here],” but if you expend your 
relationship energy trying to control their behavior, there is little 
likelihood of a happy ending. We find our way through to better days 
when we invest in our own moral community, give our time and 
attention to that which we love and want to see flourish, and try to be a 
kind presence to those we hope might find their way home. 
 
Audre Lorde wrote: “And I dream of our coming together, encircled, 
driven not only by love, but by lust for a working tomorrow - the flights 
of this journey mapless, uncertain -- and necessary as water.” Truer 
words for this moment could hardly be said. And so I will end there, and 
say only that I love you, and am so grateful to be on that journey with 
you. Amen.  
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