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I spent Labor Day weekend with my wife Holly Atkinson in Washington, DC, 

where we participated in two overlapping family reunions. We also visited a number of 
memorials in Washington and its environs, several for the first time. In a city riven with 
partisan discord in a nation torn apart by partisan rancor, I found the experience 
especially moving.  

As we walked among the memorials, I found myself inexplicably hopeful that 
somehow, some way, some time, we as a nation may rediscover what Abraham Lincoln, 
in his first inaugural address as President in 1861, called “the better angels of our 
nature.” On the cusp of the Civil War, which laid bare deep fractures in our nation’s 
views of race and of governance, Lincoln said: “We must not be enemies. Though 
passion may have strained, it must not break our bonds of affection.” 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt served as President of the US from 1933 to 1945. He 
assumed the presidency in the throes of the Great Depression and served through the 
harrowing years of the Second World War. In his memorial, a masterful meandering of 
stone facades and torrents of water, we find these words inscribed: “In the days of 
difficulty, we Americans everywhere must and shall choose the path of social justice, the 
path of faith, the path of hope, the path of love toward our fellow [hu]man [beings].” 

Eleanor Roosevelt has her own monument as part of the FDR memorial – and 
rightly so. In the aftermath of the Second World War, as our nation’s first delegate to the 
fledgling United Nations, she chaired the committee that drafted the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights. The UDHR articulates humanity’s most visionary 
understanding of civilization at its best. Beside her statue, we read her words inscribed 
in stone: “The structure of world peace cannot be the work of one [person], or one party, 
or one nation… It must be a peace which rests on the cooperative effort of the whole 
world.” 

The monument to Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. was inspired by a line from his 
legendary “I Have a Dream” speech on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial in 1963: “With 
this faith, we will be able to hew out of the mountain of despair a stone of hope.” For the 
monument itself, a monolithic mountain of granite – the metaphorical mountain of 
despair – has been cut so the center third of the mountain can be moved well forward of 
the lingering despair, becoming the stone of hope. A sculpture of Dr. King rises atop the 
stone of hope. In his letter from the Birmingham City Jail in 1963, Dr. King wrote: “We 
are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. 
Whatever affects one directly affects all indirectly.” 
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These monuments voice timeless prophecies. Then as now, we must rediscover 
the better angels of our nature. We must not break our bonds of affection. We must 
pursue the path of love. We must make a cooperative effort. Why? Because we are tied in 
a single garment of destiny.  

In times past and times present, the role of the prophet is to say out loud – 
forcefully, persuasively, and persistently – what people don’t want to hear. In this sense, 
many monuments to our nation’s greatest leaders pay tribute not only to their political 
leadership but also their prophetic power. They said what people needed to hear even 
when many people weren’t listening. They said what needed to be true even when it 
wasn’t. 

I look around at the many tragedies and travesties that sabotage our 
commonweal as a nation and world. I see vaccine deniers, mask deniers, voting rights 
deniers, reproductive rights deniers, taxation deniers, climate change deniers, science 
deniers, logic deniers, and so on. Many of these intellectual deficiencies and social 
malignancies stem from a belief in the myth of individual independence – the belief that 
each of us should be free from any constraint or responsibility to the people and world 
around us. 

Ironically, if life becomes an exercise in narcissism, times like the COVID-19 era 
should be the best of times. For the most part, we were each on our own, living our own 
lives, making our own way, attending to our own needs. What could be better? As it 
turns out, almost anything would be better. Rates of loneliness, depression, addiction, 
and suicide skyrocketed.  

The organizational psychologist Adam Grant, author of the book Think Again: 
The Power of Knowing What You Don’t Know, recently wrote a column in the New York 
Times about how experiences of joy went missing during the pandemic. He says that 
psychologists find that in cultures where people pursue happiness individually, they 
may become lonelier. He writes: 

 
Most people view emotions as existing primarily or even exclusively 

in their heads. Happiness is considered a state of mind; melancholy is a 
potential warning sign of mental illness. But the reality is that emotions 
are inherently social: They’re woven through our interactions. 

Research has found that people laugh five times as often when 
they’re with others as when they’re alone. Even exchanging pleasantries 
with a stranger on a train is enough to spark joy. That’s not to say you can’t 
find delight in watching a show on Netflix. The problem is that bingeing is 
an individual pastime. Peak happiness lies mostly in collective activity. 
 
This recognition that the meaning of our lives gets constructed socially lies at the 

heart of our congregation’s prophetic role as a spiritual community. In my view, 
spirituality is the experience of being connected to everything — all that is present in our 
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lives and our world, as well as all that is past and all that is possible. We don’t exist 
separate and apart from everything else.  

Nothing illustrates this reality more powerfully than a global pandemic in the 
midst of a global climate crisis. Our very lives as individuals may depend on whether the 
people around us happen to be reasonable enough and compassionate enough to get 
vaccinated and wear masks. The consequences of climate change everywhere — from 
melting ice caps in the Arctic to burning rain forests in the Amazon, along with the over-
dependence on fossil fuels in industrialized nations and especially here in the US — yield 
ever more devastating impacts affecting all of us, as recent hurricanes, floods, and 
wildfires across America demonstrate. 

Looking at our lives and our world this way, we are made up of relationships and 
reciprocity. We are what we are because of our relationships to everyone and everything 
else. But that’s not the way most people look at the world. Especially in the West, our 
identity is based not on how we’re related to everyone and everything else, but on how 
we are different. Whether the issue is vaccines, or masks, or voting, or taxes, we tend to 
think of ourselves principally as individuals. 

Make no mistake, the primacy of the individual in religion, politics, and 
economics is one of the signal triumphs of the human spirit. It’s a centuries-old way of 
thinking and living known as liberalism. The word liberal is based on an ancient word 
that indicated a person was free as opposed to being enslaved. 

Our belief in the freedom of the individual has led to many wonderful things. 
Primacy of the individual in the religious realm led Martin Luther, who sparked the 
Protestant Reformation, to see salvation as a direct connection of the individual to the 
divine. Primacy of the individual in the political realm led to the widespread exercise of 
democracy. Primacy of the individual in the economic realm led to free enterprise. These 
are all impressive achievements of the human spirit, well worth celebrating.  

But there is a danger in this focus on the individual. It can lead us to view 
ourselves as distinct and independent. To change this mindset requires a leap of moral 
imagination. That’s why this work is spiritual work and not just political work, or 
financial work, or economic work, although it involves all those things. It takes a leap of 
moral imagination to see beyond spiritual narcissism, economic greed, and political 
isolationism to the possibility of a future based on reciprocity and dignity.  

What enables such a leap? For most human beings most of the time, it’s not 
better date, stronger proofs, or clearer logic. If human behavior were reasonable and 
rational, based on best practices and best outcomes, we’d all be happy and healthy. 
Rather, we make leaps of moral imagination when we experience the world in a different 
way – when we experience ourselves as part of a greater whole. 

Adam Grant refers to these experiences as moments of collective effervescence, a 
term coined in the early 20th century by the sociologist Émile Durkheim. It describes 
the energy and harmony people feel when they come together in a group around a 
shared purpose. Grant says that collective effervescence is the synchrony we feel when 
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we slide into rhythm with strangers on a dance floor, colleagues in a brainstorming 
session, friends at a religious service, or teammates on a soccer field. 

Grant adds, “The Declaration of Independence promised Americans unalienable 
rights to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. If we want that pursuit to bring us 
bliss, it may be time to create a Declaration of Interdependence. You can feel depressed 
and anxious alone, but it’s rare to laugh alone or love alone. Joy shared is joy sustained.” 

The same principle holds true in every aspect of life whatsoever. We are caught in 
an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever 
affects one of us directly affects all of us indirectly.  

Our mission as a congregation, and our duty as individual people of faith, is to 
serve as prophets of collective effervescence. Like the prophets before us, whether they 
been memorialized in stone or not, we continually and tirelessly proclaim the truth — 
whether anyone seems to be listening or not. We proclaim that the essence of all life is 
relational and reciprocal. Each of us is deeply connected to everything: all that is present 
in our lives and our world, as well as all that is past and all that is possible. In every way, 
we’re all in this together. 

 


