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Natalie Ruth Joynton began her column in the Washington Post 10 days ago by 

saying, “I live in rural northern Michigan, a region celebrated for its cherry orchards, 
shoreline state parks and small-town tourist attractions. People travel from all over the 
United States to experience what I do every day on my morning run: the mist rising off 
the water, the towering beech trees, the rolling hills. Each day running these dirt roads 
restores my sense of wonder.” 

Joynton goes on to name other women who once enjoyed running in the country: 
Mollie Tibbetts through farmland in Iowa, Sydney Sutherland on a rural road in 
Arkansas, Wendy Martinez on a street in the Washington DC, Karina Vetrano through a 
park in Queens, and Vanessa Marcotte on a rural road in Massachusetts. The list goes on 
and on, she says. These women were attacked by men while running, most were sexually 
assaulted, and all of them were murdered. 

Joynton says, “This is my greatest fear as a woman who runs. Out here, it isn’t the 
black bears or the rumored cougars or even the occasional aggressive farm dog (I’ve 
negotiated a few). It’s the moment a single truck I don’t know turns down the dirt road 
where I’m running.”  

She adds, “Each of the incidents above could have sparked a national 
conversation about this brand of predation on women, which includes not only lethal 
cases, but widespread nonlethal harassment. But they didn’t.” 

As a culture, there are some conversations that we prefer not to have. 
Several years ago, I shared with you a story related by the humanities scholar 

Margaret Renkl, author of the book Late Migrations: A Natural History of Love and 
Loss. Her story haunts me still. She describes a conversation over dinner with her 
husband and their three teenage children. Renkl was waxing eloquent about a novel she 
was reading by an Irish-born writer, when one of her sons expressed surprise that she 
had never visited Ireland.  

She replied, “First I had no money, and then I had a bunch of kids.” 
“Dad biked around Europe all by himself for nine months before he even went to 

college,” her son replied. “You could have done that, too, if you had wanted it bad 
enough.” 

Renkl says, “I taught my sons to stand when an adult enters the room. I taught 
them to look people in the eye and extend a hand when introduced. I taught them to put 
their napkins in their laps, not to speak with their mouths full, to stand up for children 
being bullied. What I had not taught them, it suddenly dawned on me, was how it feels 
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to go through the world as a woman, the mental calculations involved in parking a car 
downtown or riding an elevator at night or taking a walk in the woods.” 

There are some conversations that we prefer not to have. 
Peggy Orenstein is author of the New York Times best-sellers Boys & Sex, Girls & 

Sex, and Cinderella Ate My Daughter. She wrote an essay in the New York Times this 
past week about the dangers of children watching violent and sexually explicit media. In 
the essay, she describes how parents often respond to the prospect of their children 
learning the truth about how these forms of media can affect their identity and sexuality. 
The parents protest, Orenstein says — even at some of our nation’s most academically 
rigorous and socially progressive private schools.  

Orenstein says, “Adults who balk at such lessons often declare that children’s 
‘innocence’ is at stake, but one has to ask who is ultimately protected — and who is 
harmed — when we censor open discussion of healthy sexuality, bodily autonomy, 
pornography, sexual harassment and assault.”  

She concludes, “Parents and educators need to work together to help kids develop 
a critical stance — to help them understand what’s untrue and what’s missing from 
those images — to ensure that, here in the real world, they proceed with consent, mutual 
respect and authentic intimacy. Awkward as it may be, we can no longer afford the 
luxury, or the false comfort, of silence.” 

Orenstein asks the right question. When a cone of silence gets placed over 
conversations we prefer not to have, who is ultimately protected — and who is ultimately 
harmed? 

In the current issue of the New England Journal of Medicine, Dr. Erica Kaye 
describes her journey through 15 years of silence in the face of misogyny in medicine. 
She reports that more than half of female medical students experience sexual 
harassment, a pattern that continues into training and faculty careers and correlates 
significantly with burnout. Compared with men, women in medicine make less money 
and hold fewer leadership positions. Women of color bear at least double the burden. 
The persistent question, Kaye says, is whether to keep silent and survive or speak up and 
face disparagement and even dismissal. 

Kaye describes a sign hanging on her office wall that reads, “Well-behaved 
women rarely make history.” Seeing the sign, one of her female colleagues quipped, 
“Yeah, but they keep their jobs.” Kaye adds, “I suspect that my tolerance of misogyny 
over the past 15 years has enabled me to grow my career. It has also enabled the system 
that continues to mistreat my mentors, peers, students, and me.” 

Let me add one more conversation to the list of those we prefer not to have. In 
Ezra Klein’s opinion column in the New York Times last Sunday, titled “What the Rich 
Don’t Want to Admit about the Poor,” he makes a relatively simple point: “The 
American economy runs on poverty, or at least the constant threat of it. Americans like 
their goods cheap and their services plentiful and the two of them, together, require a 
sprawling labor force willing to work tough jobs at crummy wages.” 
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The way to address poverty, Klein says, is simply to eliminate it. You give people 
enough resources so that they are no longer poor. “A policy like this would give workers 
the power to make real choices,” he says. “They could say no to a job they didn’t want or 
quit one that exploited them. They could, and would, demand better wages, or take time 
off to attend school or simply to rest.” 

But, he adds, “One man’s misery is another man’s quick and affordable at-home 
lunch delivery.” When we pay workers less and don’t provide social insurance programs, 
we get to consume goods and services at lower prices. “This is the conversation about 
poverty that we don’t like to have,” Klein says. “We discuss the poor as a pity or a blight, 
but we rarely admit that America’s high rate of poverty is a policy choice, and there are 
reasons we choose it over and over again.” 

It’s not that we think that poor people like being poor, Klein goes on to say, or 
that we think most poor people wouldn’t choose a better quality of work life and home 
life if they had a reasonable opportunity to do so. It’s that middle-class people and 
wealthy people would need to pay more for the goods and services they consume, and 
again and again, from the C-suites of Fortune 500 companies to the living rooms of 
suburban homes, Americans have chosen affordable goods for themselves over livable 
lives for others. 

Klein concludes, “For the most part, America finds the money to pay for the 
things it values. In recent decades, and despite deep gridlock in Washington, we have 
spent trillions of dollars on wars in the Middle East and tax cuts for the wealthy. We 
have also spent trillions of dollars on health insurance subsidies and coronavirus relief. 
It is in our power to wipe out poverty. It simply isn’t among our priorities.” 

The problem of poverty is another one of those conversations that we as a culture 
prefer not to have. It simply isn’t among our priorities. 

The first line of our Bond of Union as a congregation contains two of our favorite 
words as Americans and as Unitarian Universalists: freedom and truth. It’s a line that’s 
easy to gloss over on the way to the rest of the Bond of Union, which talks about more 
practical matters such as love, worship, and service. But the first line merits special 
attention, especially in the context of conversations we prefer not to have. 

We begin our Bond of Union — our collective affirmation of what we intend to do 
together as a congregation — with these words: “In the freedom of the truth.” The words 
derive from a lesson Jesus once taught his followers in the temple, when he said to 
them, “You will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” Free from what, one of 
his listeners asked? Free from being shackled to a way of life that is morally damaging 
and ethically destructive, Jesus responded. If you remain open to the truth about your 
lives, you will be set free. 

In her article about misogyny in medicine, Dr. Erica Kaye says, “I believe 
changing the culture of medicine hinges on the sharing of stories by women and their 
allies. Narratives are powerful, transformative organisms — one story breeds courage 
and life into another, and volumes of stories together magnify the strength and influence 
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of individual voices.” She adds, “Gender equity in medicine won’t materialize until 
mainstream dialogue overrun with stories about sexism, forcing a reckoning that begins 
with accountability and evolve into a culture of zero-tolerance. One story can be 
discounted as an outlier. But waves upon waves of stories, saturating the airspace and 
literature and seeping into institutional dialogue, compels action.” 

When we have the courage to open ourselves to the truth, we will be set free from 
the damage that’s done by the conspiracy of silence. It is our duty as people of faith — 
and our stated commitment as members and friends of this congregation — to seek the 
freedom of the truth everywhere and always. 

Natalie Ruth Joynton hasn’t stopped running outdoors in rural Michigan. She 
says, “I am still running these dirt roads, because this is where I live — one of the most 
beautiful parts of America — and I enjoy that morning run far too much to give it up.” 
But, she says, “I am still waiting for that conversation about why simply seeking outdoor 
exercise is a mortal danger for women.” 

 She ends her column about running by saying, “Sometimes, when I come back 
from a run, my 7-year-old daughter is on the porch, wearing her ‘fast shoes.’ ‘Race me,’ 
she says, and we do, all the way down to the barn. My daughter loves to run. Like me, 
she was born with strong, short legs. Occasionally I find her outside, hollering ‘Ready, 
set, go!’ to herself and sprinting off, focused and joyful.” 

She concludes, “Watching her makes me smile, but it also makes me wonder 
when she’ll discover the fear every woman who runs — every woman, period — endures 
on a daily basis. And how and when to weigh it against doing the things we love.” 

Whether the issue is misogyny, or poverty, or violent and sexually explicit media, 
we need to seek the freedom of the truth. As people of faith, this mission is both our 
calling and our commitment. There are some conversations that we need to have. 
Together, we will come to know the truth, and yes, the truth will set us free. 


