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How Can You Sleep When the World Is on Fire?
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You’re not supposed to be able to sleep easily these days.  Barbra Streisand wrote 
a song called “Don’t Lie to Me” for an album that she released a couple years ago.  
Seeing so much going wrong, so many people hurting, she criticizes the current U.S. 
president, asking over and over in the song’s chorus “How do you sleep when the 
world is burning?”

Many people have told me over the last few months that they have been having 
trouble sleeping.  I think this shows a healthy awareness of the multiple crises we are 
facing today.  And it shows how worried and scared people are.  The west is on fire, 
hurricanes are flooding the south, and now Ruth Bader Ginsberg has died, too.  How 
can you sleep?

Sleeping is often considered a bad thing.  The lecture that Rev. Dr. Martin Luther 
King, Jr., gave to a Unitarian Universalist audience was titled “Don’t Sleep Through the 
Revolution.”  He referred to the story of Rip Van Winkle and told us “There is nothing 
more tragic than to sleep through a revolution.  and there can be no gainsaying of the 
fact that a social revolution is taking place in our world today.”  Those words speak to 
our present moment.  Rip Van Winkle fell asleep in an English colony and woke up in 
the United States.  In a sense, he was lucky.  The revolution was accomplished without 
him.  The revolution that we are working for today, for racial justice, climate justice, 
immigration justice, economic justice — that revolution to make real values like those in 
our UU principles, that revolution needs your help.  Don’t fall asleep.  We need to wake 
up.  We need to get woke.  

People who don’t sleep much, they can be celebrated in our culture of busy-ness.  
Thomas Edison claimed to sleep only four hours a night.  The Atlantic reported that 
“Jack Dorsey, founder of both Square and Twitter, once said he spends up to 10 hours a 
day at each company.  The remaining four, presumably, are for sleep and whatever 
else.”   Our current president says he sleeps four or five hours a night.   And your 1 2

minister stays up too late writing sermons.  According to Matthew Walker, the author of 
Why We Sleep, “Two-thirds of adults throughout all developed nations fail to obtain the 
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recommended eight hours of sleep.”   He says, “Routinely sleeping less than six or 3

seven hours a night demolishes your immune system, more than doubling your risk of 
cancer.”  Lack of sleep is an indicator for Alzheimer’s disease, it messes with your blood 
sugar levels, leads to cardiovascular disease, strokes, congestive heart failure, and more.

You’ve probably heard that most people have a sleep deficit.  But you should 
know that there is a racial sleep deficit, too.  One recent study said that Black Americans 
are five times as likely to be sleep deprived than White Americans.   The Nap Ministry  4 5

preaches that “Rest is a form of resistance because it disrupts and pushes back against 
capitalism and white supremacy.”  The Nap Ministry was started in 2016 by Tricia 
Hersey who found napping helpful when she attended Candler School of Theology at 
Emory University.  In July, noting the racial disparity in the deaths from COVID-19, and 
the uprisings for Black lives, she wrote, “We are not well.  We are exhausted and 
disgusted.”  She was giving a sermon and looking for images to display while she 
preached.  Hersey, who is Black, couldn’t find any images of Black people at rest.  It’s all 
skinny white women, she says.  Hersey is also a performance artist who has staged 
public nap events since 2017.  She wrote: 

I am sick of rushing and the obsession with opening back up and getting back to 
normal.  I never want to see normal or the way it was again.  It is time for a new 
way.  Rest and slowing down will be the foundation for this liberated future.

The UU minister Nate Walker wrote a plea yesterday afternoon in the wake of Ruth 
Bader Ginsberg’s death:

Dear Americans,
Across the vast chasm of our differences, you see our people mourn. All 

we ask is for good form.
Quiet your jeers and cheers, for there is no honor in dancing on our 

beloved’s grave.
Shelve the poison of political schemes. Dare to look into your neighbor’s 

eyes. See yourself in the tears of the stranger, the human you were taught to fear.
Together, let us widen our circles of compassion, silence the scripts of 

fanaticism, and refrain from becoming what we set out against.
Our country, our character, depends on it.

Later yesterday, at a campaign rally for the current president, the crowd chanted, “Fill 
the seat!”
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There is important work to do.  And we all need to be involved, doing our part.  
We can’t stop.  And in order to keep on, we must rest.  We must find some still point.  
It’s not just about physical health.  It’s about our emotional and spiritual well-being, 
too.  

Judaism, Christianity, Buddhism, Islam — they all say that taking a rest, taking a 
sabbath, is important, though they don’t all use the word sabbath.  The minister and 
leadership mentor Wayne Muller notes that 

when Moses become weary, leading his people through their trials in the desert, 
God tells him, My presence will go with you, and I will give you rest.  Jesus tells his 
disciples, Come to me all who toil and are heave laden, and I will give you rest.6

The great religions all preach rest.  Rest resists what Tricia Hersey calls “grind culture,” 
which she describes as a place where capitalism and white supremacy culture intersect.  
We need a sabbath time to reconnect with a sense of the sacred — a sacred world, and 
yourself a sacred part of a sacred world.  Wayne Muller says 

Sabbath is more than the absence of work; it is not just a day off, when we catch 
up on television or errands.  It is the presence of something that arises when we 
consecrate a period of time to listen to what is most deeply beautiful, 
nourishing, or true.  It is time consecrated with our attention, our mindfulness, 
honoring those quiet forces of grace or spirit that sustain and heal us.7

What sabbath rest does is clear out the busy-ness culture, the consumerist culture.  It 
clears out our self so that we can be open to give and to receive.  

The eleventh chapter of the Tao te Ching is about this sense of sabbath:

Thirty spokes converge on a single hub, 
but it is in the space where there is nothing

that the usefulness of the cart lies.
Clay is molded to make a pot,

but it is in the space where there is nothing
that the usefulness of the clay pot lies.

Cut out doors and windows to make a room,
but it is in the spaces where there is nothing

that the usefulness of the room lies.
Therefore,

Benefit may be derived from something,
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but it is in nothing that we find usefulness.8
We need a sort of spiritual spaciousness in order to be of use.  Filled up with our own 
ego, or simply with things, the worst side of our ego leads us, things lead us.  Sabbath is 
a renewal that reclaims sacred space and sacred time.   Leading a communal nap 
session, Nap Bishop Tricia Hersey says:

“This is a resistance. This is a protest. You are enough. We are enough. Our 
worth not caught up in the grind of capitalism. You are welcome here. Sleep. 
Rest. Nap. Dream. Thank you for living. Thank you for resting. Thank you for 
loving. Thank you for resisting. The doors are open. Won’t you come?”9

Who is free to rest in our society?  Think of that: Injustice as the denial of rest.  Consider:  
might working for justice be working so that others might be free to be at rest?  What if 
your actions in the world were directed toward allowing the harassed and oppressed to 
rest easy.  I think of the stereotype of Black people as lazy.  Who is allowed to be at rest?  
This is a justice issue.  This is a spiritual issue.  We need to take the sabbath time, 
centering time, nap time, that helps us be mindful and open-hearted.  You can most 
useful when you can act from a place of rest.  Tricia Hersey concludes one of her 
reflections with these words:

May a space to daydream and slow down open to you. May you realize the 
power of taking rest since no one will give it to you. This is why rest is a 
resistance and a slow meticulous love practice. We must continue 
deprogramming from grind culture. We must continue not turning away from 
our own terror. We must deconstruct around the ways we uphold grind culture, 
capitalism and white supremacy.  We must wake up. We will rest.10

May it be so.

——-
of what do you need to empty yourself in order to be present to the sacred in the world 
and in people?

Who’s rest do you work for?  Who’s rest do you enable?  Because of your efforts, who 
can rest easier?  Who have you helped rest?  Who has helped you rest?
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