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The human in me sees the human in you.

In Elizabeth Alexander’s poem “Smile,” she thinks of the way her father taught 
her African American family to behave with the police in order to be safe.  Smile, 
cooperate, say “officer.”  And memorize badge numbers.  She talks about navigating a 
“fine line” that separates “obsequious from safe”—that separates servile from safe.  And 
the reason she and her family have to navigate this fine line, is because they cannot trust 
a fellow human to see them as a fellow human. 

Related to Alexander’s fine line, I’ve been thinking about the idea of a “thin 
line.”  Specifically, I’ve been thinking about the idea—the ideology—that says the police 
are a “thin blue line” between society and anarchy.  I’ve been hearing that phrase more 
frequently lately, and even seeing in the news and online, “thin blue line” flags.  You 
might be hearing it too—you might see it this Thursday at a pro-police rally in Saratoga 
Springs—and I want us to think about what the notion of a thin blue line assumes about 
the nature of human nature.

When we are first learning about a religion, one of our first questions is probably 
“what does that religion say about God?”  But a better question if you really want to 
know what a faith tradition has to offer you — a better question is what does that faith 
tradition say about humans?  It’s also the best question to ask about a culture or a town or 
a country: What does the country say about the nature of human beings?

When asked about humans, we can tend to think pretty poorly of ourselves.  We 
might really like, even love the people who are close to us, but get beyond that and we 
can tend to say that people really aren’t that great.  They are selfish and vain and venal 
and violent.  When we say something like “There is a thin blue line between order and 
chaos” what we are saying is that by nature, humans are brutes that will steal and horde 
and loot and rape and riot.  

This idea has a long and strong lineage.  I think about the English philosopher 
Thomas Hobbes.  He’s the one of the philosophers who talked about the theory of the 
“social contract”:  We give up freedoms to the state because that will protect us.  Hobbes 
is the one who said that without the “social contract,” our human lives would be 
“solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”  He’s the one who said that the natural state of 
human beings left to their own devices would be an endless “war of all against all.”  It’s 
this type of belief about humans that the idea of a thin blue line is based on.  Without 
that controlling force, we humans would be less than human.
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A recent book about human nature talks about the novel The Lord of the Flies by 
William Golding, written in 1954.  I had to read it for an English class when I was a 
teenager.  It is a favorite book for young people.  According to Wikipedia (God bless 
Wikipedia) a 2016 poll in the United Kingdom ranked it as their third favorite book 
from school.  The novel tells the story of a bunch of English schoolboys who are 
marooned on an island in the Pacific after their plane goes down.  All the adults die in 
the plane crash, so the boys are left to their own devices.  And the boys start fighting 
and three are killed and they’ve set the whole island on fire before anyone arrives to 
rescue them.  

The dutch writer Rutger Bregman talks about The Lord of the Flies in his new book 
Humankind  so that he can tell you about the six schoolboys who ended up marooned 1

and by themselves on a tiny island somewhere between Tonga and New Zealand in 
1965.  They lived together on the island for 15 months and were rescued on September 
11th, 1966.  They were very short on water, so they carefully collected rainwater and 
made sure that everyone had an equal share.  They cooperated together and they 
worked hard.  Peter Warner — the boat captain who finally happened upon them — 
wrote that by the time he found them, “the boys had set up a small commune with food 
garden, hollowed-out tree trunks to store rainwater, a gymnasium with curious weights, 
a badminton court, chicken pens, and a permanent fire, all from handiwork, an old 
knife blade and much determination.”  2

What if we more faith in humankind?  Those boys didn’t need an authority 
figure to assert control over them.  The essayist Rebecca Solnit, in her book A Paradise 
Built from Hell, talks about how people acted in the aftermath of hurricane Katrina in 
New Orleans.  People helped one another.  But instead of paying attention to what 
people were actually doing, Solnit tells us,

Rumors proliferated about mass rapes, mass murders, and mayhem that turned 
out later to be untrue, though the national media and New Orleans’s police chief 
believed and perpetrated those rumors during the crucial days when people 
were dying on rooftops, elevated highways and in crowded shelters and 
hospitals in the unbearable heat without adequate water, without food, without 
medicine and medical attention. Those rumors led soldiers and others 
dispatched as rescuers to regard victims as enemies.3

What we believe about human nature matters.  
Rutger Bregman notes in his new book Humankind, that the British set up a 

bunch of facilities to treat the mental disturbed people who were sure to result from 
being bombed by Germany.  They stood empty.  People helped one another.  People 
supported one another.  A report on a couple particularly heavily bombed cities 
concluded on its title page in large letters: THERE IS NO EVIDENCE OF 
BREAKDOWN OF MORALE.  They figured this must be a special quality of the British 
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people.  Normal humans couldn’t be like that!  Especially not Germans.  So after 
reading that report, the experts said bomb Germany.  They will fall apart.  The bombs 
fell.  Bregman notes that a study after the war showed that in spite of being bombed 
worse than they’d bombed England, German production of fighter airplanes went up.  
The bombing of Germany may even have prolonged the war for a year or so because of 
the galvanizing effect the bombing had on the German citizens.  

Our president has sent and is sending more federal officers to cities tended not to 
have voted for him and are now protesting for racial justice.  And somehow I don’t 
think that sending a bunch of troops to dominate Portland is helping ease any tensions 
there.  I wonder what is being prolonged?  Who is being galvanized?  Who is he trying 
to galvanize?  

Bregman says that this quality of rising to the occasion when crisis or disaster 
strikes is “not singularly British.  It’s universally human.”   And he wrote his book 4

because the other thing that’s true about humans is that what they’ve convinced 
themselves is true, they will act on, and it will become more true.  In a sermon he 
preached against slavery in 1842, the Unitarian minister William Ellery Channing said, 
“Treat men as men, and they will not prove wild beasts.  We first rob them of their 
humanity, and then chain them because they are not human.”   5

In an interview with journalist Ezra Klein, the writer Ta-Nehisi Coates said: 
“This is deep in Western philosophy, this notion that man is naturally in a state 
of war.  That if you left us alone, what we would do is we would go and kill each 
other.  Is that true?  Or is that just an assumption that we made?  I’m all here for 
the conversation that says maybe we should start from somewhere else.”  6

If we could start from somewhere else, maybe we would be building a different 
world, a different society.  It’s in believing and in rehearsing ourselves to believe that 
someone is less than human, that we act more and more to dehumanize others.  

Patrick Skinner used to be a CIA officer.  Now he is a police officer.  He sees us 
acting on our beliefs in this way: “We train for our goals.  Our goal is a war on crime.  
And we’re getting a war.”  Skinner says “we are teaching ourselves to be afraid.  In my 
experience, the closer I get to people, the safer I am.”   The thin blue line idea, as an 7

ideology, doesn’t want to get closer to people.  In that ideology, our natural state is war.  
When we take humans, even with their fundamentally pro-social, creative nature, and 
train them to war, is it a surprise that we create a state of war?  Domination, division, 
and exclusion, control through force and the dehumanizing of some so that some others 
might feel safe — the world this creates is a disaster.  The writer James Baldwin once 
said, “Salvation does not divide.  Salvation connects, so that one sees oneself in others 
and others in oneself.”   If we see ourselves in each other’s eyes, as one of our hymns 8

puts it, then we might just make a different world.  When he is training police officers, 
Patrick Skinner tells them to adopt the mindset that everyone they encounter is a 
neighbor like themselves.  He confesses: 
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The neighbor mindset sounds so cheesy, but it’s so powerful: We all matter or 
none of us do.  I live here.  I can’t know everybody in Savannah.  But I call 
everyone my neighbor because they literally are.  And I can’t put my knee on the 
neck of my neighbor.9

William Ellery Channing preached in that 1842 sermon: 
The doctrine that violence, oppression, inhumanity, is an essential element of 
society, is so revolting . . . No: it is safe to be just, to respect [people’s] rights, to 
treat our neighbors as ourselves; and any doctrine hostile to this is born of the 
Evil One.  Men do not need to be crushed.  A wise kindness avails with them 
more than force.

Channing proclaimed that, “Love and reverence for human nature [. . .] is the very spirit 
of Christianity”—of the Unitarian Christianity that he preached. What if we were “all 
here for the conversation that says maybe we should start from” a “love and reverence 
for human nature”?  No, humans are not perfectly good.  But nonetheless, we must 
have faith in humanity.  We must affirm the worth and dignity of every person because 
“we all matter or none of us do.”  

I’ll give Channing the last word with a long quote from his 1828 sermon, “Likeness to 
God”:

I do and I must reverence human nature. Neither the sneers of a worldly 
skepticism, nor the groans of a gloomy theology, disturb my faith in its godlike 
powers and tendencies. I know how it is despised, how it has been oppressed, 
how civil and religious establishments have for ages conspired to crush it. I know 
its history. I shut my eyes on none of its weaknesses and crimes. I understand the 
proofs, by which despotism demonstrates, that man is a wild beast, in want of a 
master, and only safe in chains. But, injured, trampled on, and scorned as our 
nature is, I still turn to it with intense sympathy and strong hope. The signatures 
of its origin and its end are impressed too deeply to be ever wholly effaced. I 
bless it for its kind affections, for its strong and tender love. I honor it for its 
struggles against oppression, for its growth and progress under the weight of so 
many chains and prejudices, for its achievements in science and art, and still 
more for its examples of heroic and saintly virtue. These are marks of a divine 
origin and the pledges of a celestial inheritance; and I thank God that my own lot 
is bound up with that of the human race.10

The human in me sees the human in you.  Preach it.  Live it.  May it be so.

 Rutger Bregman.  Humankind: A Hopeful History.  Trans. Elizabeth Manton and Erica Moore.  Little, 1

Brown and Co., 2020.
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