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(with guest congregation Unitarian Universalist Society of Schenectady)

We are living in the greatest revolution in history— 
a huge spontaneous upheaval of the entire human race:
not a revolution planned and carried out
by any particular party, race, or nation,
but a deep elemental boiling over
of all the inner contradictions that have ever been, 
a revelation of the chaotic forces inside everybody.
This is not something we have chosen,
nor is it something we can avoid.  1

Those are the words of Thomas Merton, the Trappist monk, theologian and 
activist.  I confess I don’t know when he said them and I don’t know what he was 
thinking about—but they sound like they are talking about now.  A time of chaotic 
forces being revealed because our inner contradictions are boiling over.  

One symbolic way this is happening is this: the monuments have been coming 
down.  All the people marching, the growing crowds shouting that Black Lives Matter 
— they have made it clear that it’s not just the murder of George Floyd that they are 
angry about.  Statues to General Robert E. Lee and other figures of the Confederacy and 
architects of white supremacy are coming down.  Taken down by crowds, and more and 
more taken down perhaps preemptively by the “proper authorities.”  The city council 
members of Charleston, South Carolina, voted 13-0 to remove a monument to John C. 
Calhoun.  

John C Calhoun was state representative and senator from South Carolina, as 
well as a former Vice President and Secretary of War, who was a defender of slavery.  
The Dredd Scott case where the Supreme Court ruled that the constitution did not grant 
citizenship rights to Black people, whether they were enslaved or not — they used 
Calhoun’s arguments as basis for that ruling.  He maneuvered congress to not outlaw 
slavery in U.S. territories and helped pass the Fugitive Slave act.  He should not be 
celebrated with a monument.  I mention John Calhoun because I recently learned 
another fact about him. He was a Unitarian.  He participated in several Unitarian 
congregations, and he was a founding member of All Souls Unitarian Church in 
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Washington, D.C.  And, by the way, the president who signed that Fugitive Slave Act 
and the rest, Millard Fillmore—he was Unitarian, too. 

Inner contradictions.  The monuments are coming down. 
The argument against taking down these monuments to white supremacy is that 

we shouldn’t erase or forget our history.  Of course, it is new awareness of history and 
the truth about what people did that is bringing down these monuments.  Protestors 
took direct action to a monument to Edward Carmack in Nashville, TN.  You remember 
him, right?  John Wessel-McCoy of Kairos: The Center for Religions, Rights, and Social 
Justice knows that “Carmack was responsible for the mob destruction of Ida B. Wells’ 
newspaper office, and Wells almost certainly would have been lynched if that same mob 
could have laid hands on her.”  I knew about the attack on her office, but I didn’t know 
who was behind it.  Now I do.  Wessel-McCoy says, “These protesters in pulling down 
these statues have done more to educate masses of people on who these men really 
were than decades and even centuries of monumental silence and general 
indifference.”   We can’t erase our history?  These monuments are monuments to the 2

erasure and forgetting of history.  Now, more of us are learning history and more of the 
inner contradictions of our country, and perhaps ourselves.

It’s 4th of July weekend, and I hope that you have or will soon enjoy a physically 
distanced social gathering perhaps around a barbecue grill.  

The 4th of July is a pot of inner contradictions boiling over.  

On the 5th of July in 1852, Frederick Douglass was standing in Corinthian Hall in 
Rochester, New York.  The Ladies’ Anti-Slavery Society had asked him to be part of 
their Independence Day celebration.  And Douglass was wondering what he was doing 
there.  

Fellow-citizens, pardon me, allow me to ask, why am I called upon to speak here 
to-day? What have I, or those I represent, to do with your national 
independence? Are the great principles of political freedom and of natural 
justice, embodied in that Declaration of Independence, extended to us? and am I, 
therefore, called upon to bring our humble offering to the national altar, and to 
confess the benefits and express devout gratitude for the blessings resulting 
from your independence to us?3
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The 4th of July is a boiling pot of contradictions.  Think of the 4th of July as a monument.  
Would it need protection from the police the way the statue of the bull on Wall Street is 
getting 24/7 police protection?  What would they/What would we be protecting?  

Frederick Douglass proclaimed in his speech:
At a time like this, scorching irony, not convincing argument, is needed. O! had I 
the ability, and could I reach the nation’s ear, I would, to-day, pour out a fiery 
stream of biting ridicule, blasting reproach, withering sarcasm, and stern rebuke. 
For it is not light that is needed, but fire; it is not the gentle shower, but thunder. 
We need the storm, the whirlwind, and the earthquake. The feeling of the nation 
must be quickened; the conscience of the nation must be roused; the propriety of 
the nation must be startled; the hypocrisy of the nation must be exposed; and its 
crimes against God and man must be proclaimed and denounced.4

We need scorching irony, not convincing argument.
I was listening recently to the lead of the Soul Matters Sharing Circle — that’s 

where we get our monthly themes from — and he was explaining small group ministry.  
He said a Soul Matters small group is about discernment rather than debate.  Too often 
we get caught up in “Do I agree?” “Are you different from me?” “Do I need to defend 
myself?”  “What holes could I poke in that?”  When we have let debate / defense 
become our default setting — it’s feeling now like part of the culture of white 
supremacy.  A discernment sort of response — the kind of thing we aim for in small 
group ministry — that would have us open our ears and ask Where is this trying to take 
me?  What is Life or Spirit or God or Cosmos trying to get me to hear?  What wisdom is 
this trying to take me to?  How would my best, my deepest self act on this wisdom?  
Reconstructing ourselves this way we will be better able to conspire with the work of 
the reconstruction of our country, our society.    

I don’t remember ever learning anything about the Reconstruction in high school 
history classes or my college or even graduate literature classes.  I’m not sure when I 
knew that there even was a moment in history that we call Reconstruction.  There was 
the Civil War and then we just sort of skipped ahead to the Gilded Age and on into 
modernism and the First World War.  At the close of the Civil War, there was the 
problem and the opportunity: What is the country going to look like now?  General 
William Tecumseh Sherman was wondering what to do about all the newly freed 
people that his army was gathering up.  Sherman invited a group of 20 black church 
leaders to meet with him and the Secretary of War in Savannah, Georgia.  The Baptist 
minister Garrison Frazier told Sherman, the freed people want land that can be theirs to 
work and make a living from.  He said, “I would prefer to live by ourselves, for there is 
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a prejudice against us in the South that will take years to get over.”   Sherman issued 5

Special Field Order 15 which set aside land for Black people and which said the military 
would protect them.  This seems to be the first step of the Reconstruction.  Giving land 
that had belonged to plantation owners — their former owners — to the freed people.  
And protection.  During Reconstruction, the first Civil Rights Act is passed (in 1866) and 
the 13th, 14th, and 15th amendments to the constitution are passed which established 
African Americans as citizens with the right to vote.  And the newly freed people rose to 
this opportunity.  If I remember right from the recent PBS documentary on 
Reconstruction, during the Reconstruction era 2000 African Americans held elected 
office, from sheriff and mayor to state congressman and state senator.  African 
Americans established schools, independent churches, and other societal institutions.  
They participated in writing the new state constitutions for the Southern States 
rejoining the Union.  Listen to this act of revision and re-visioning of Thomas Jefferson’s 
language in the 1868 constitution of North Carolina:

We hold it to be self-evident that all persons are created equal; that they are 
endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these are 
life, liberty, the enjoyment of the fruits of their own labor, and the pursuit of 
happiness.6

This was the way of reconstruction.  
And the way that rose up in opposition to reconstruction, that rose up out of the 

prejudice that minister Garrison Frazier talked about, that way was white supremacy.  
Maybe starting with president Andrew Johnson giving the land Sherman had settled 
black families on back to the plantation owners.  And continuing with Lynching and 
violence.  Junk science, “Sambo” caricatures, and blackface minstrelsy.  The movie Birth 
of a Nation.  And Jim Crow laws and sharecropping and other ways white supremacy 
got written into laws and official policies that separated Black people from economic 
justice, land ownership.  

And this white supremacy culture lingers.  Henry Louis Gates, Jr., says, 
What seems clear to me today is that it was in this period that white supremacist 
ideology, especially as it was transmuted into powerful new forms of media, 
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poisoned the American imagination in ways that have long outlasted the 
circumstances of its origin.7

These monuments must come down.  And, to use the language or Rev. Dr. William 
Barber, co-chair of the Poor People’s Campaign: A National Call for Moral Revival, we 
need to connect the statues with the statutes.  The point of the statues is to legitimate by 
sheer repetition and distraction the narrative that distorts our morality.

It’s time for a reconstruction of our country’s morality. It’s time for a 
reconstruction of our wounded and warped spirit.  It’s time for a reconstruction of what 
actually makes for safe communities.  It’s time for a reconstruction of how we treat the 
workers we have realized are “essential,” the worker at Stewart’s where I buy milk, the 
workers in the grocery stores, the people on the cleaning crew, the people who risk 
COVID-19 so I can get all the toilet paper I need to horde.  It’s time for a reconstruction 
of the prison-industrial complex and undoing mass incarceration.  It’s time for a 
reconstruction of our stewardship of the land, of our relationship to the Land which 
gives us life.  It’s time to take down the statues and reconstruct the statutes.

What wisdom is this moment trying to bring you to?  What is Life / Love / 
God /the Land trying to get you to hear?  How would your best self act on that 
message?

And in the civic sphere, what drives reconstruction according to Frederick 
Douglass and MLK and W.E.B. Du Bois?  Voting and truth-telling.  UU’s during last 
week’s General Assembly made more than 100 thousand phone calls to get out the vote 
in Texas.  In the words of W.E.B. Du Bois: 

Disenfranchisement is undemocratic; ‘Jim Crow’ legislation adds insult to theft; 
‘color discrimination is barbarism—‘  When ten million voices say this they will, 
they must, be heard.  And when their cause is once heard, its justice will be 
evident and its triumph sure.  Agitate then, brother; protest, reveal the truth and 
refuse to be silenced.8

May it be so.
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