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Immanence.  Democracy.  Certainty.  Those are the ideas I’m exploring today, 
although I’m going to start with comedy.

We tend to assume that we know what will happen next, and who we will be 
from one moment to the next.  We tend to assume certainty, but really we are vulnerable 
and uncertain. There is a classic bit of comedy that gets at this truth: The pratfall.  I love 
a good pratfall.  In a favorite tv show of mine, there is a young heterosexual couple.  
The young woman is pregnant and the man is kind of a clueless slob.  Their house is a 
disaster—dirty clothes and beer bottles and all sorts of junk is just strewn about.  And 
the woman is ticked at the guy, way rightfully ticked that the guy is such a disaster area.  
She concludes her argument, turns her back on the guy, takes one step and zip! her feet 
go out from under her and she lands flat on her back.  She stepped on the dude’s 
skateboard that was lying in the living room.  I know we shouldn’t laugh at such 
moments, but we do.  We can’t help ourselves.  And don’t worry—she’s ok, the baby’s 
ok, it’s all good.  But that unexpected fall reveals the truth: As much as we think we 
know who we are and what will happen next, we live in an uncertain world.  Every 
time we think we have it figured out, we have to admit to uncertainty.  The guy laughs, 
helps her up.  She storms out and he follows after saying how he can be responsible, he 
is good parent material.  And then he steps on the same skateboard the she had just 
stepped on and zoop! he’s on his back, too.

We live in an uncertain world.  It might sound to you like I’m stating the 
obvious.  We live in an uncertain world.  Lots of us, however, do whatever we can to 
deny the presence of uncertainty.  Uncertain, we feel at risk, we feel afraid, and we 
reach for absolutes.  Reaching for absolutes ultimately cuts us off from the world, from 
each other, from life.  To live is to be vulnerable.  To live is to dance on a precarious 
edge.  To live is to admit to uncertainty.  We are in process, always becoming, and in 
that way always uncertain.

Here’s the proposition I’m trying to kick the tires of:  What most helps us to live 
in an uncertain world is a way of living that is democratic and experiences the sacred as 
being right here in the world.  What I’m looking for is a way of living with uncertainty 
that is inspiring rather than fearful.

One of the first steps is to better understand what kind of “uncertainty.”  There 
are lots of ways to be uncertain.  Life is always means some sort of vulnerability.  People 
get sick, people die.  (We’re closing in on 220 thousand COVID deaths in America with 
another surge happening right now.)  But here’s another sort of uncertainty: We can’t be 
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certain because life is in process and unfolds in a radically interrelated way.  What I’m 
talking about here isn’t just ideas or theoretical notions.  I’m talking about what we feel 
and our lived experience.  We feel uncertainty deeply and we feel it before we think it.  
Let’s try exploring some of this by exploring a poem by Ross Gay called “A Small 
Needful Fact.”  Laurie is going to read it for us, and as you are listening to it, try to just 
to feel it.  Experience it.  

“A Small Needful Fact”

Is that Eric Garner worked 
for some time for the Parks and Rec.
Horticultural Department, which means,
perhaps, that with his very large hands,
perhaps, in all likelihood,
he put gently into the earth
some plants which, mostly likely,
some of them, in all likelihood,
continue to grow, continue 
to do what such plants do, like house
and feed small and necessary creatures,
like being pleasant to touch and smell,
like converting sunlight 
into food, like making it easier
for us to breathe.  1

Take just a moment and just hold the feelings that the poem inspired.  
There is so much going on in this poem.  You’ll remember that Eric Garner was 

the Black man killed in July of 2014.  He was suffocated by police officers as he used his 
last breath to say over and over, “I can’t breathe.”  This poem is motivated by grief.  Not 
just grief over someone’s death, but grief over the way he died, grief about the society 
that seems to allow for killing Black people like this with no consequences.   

Talking about grief, the philosopher Judith Butler says, “We’re undone by each 
other.  And if we’re not, we’re missing something.”   The theologian Michael Hogue 2

concludes that
Grief is a political emotion—it tells us something about our nature as political 
creatures.  It reveals that we are connected to others, that those connections are 
constitutive of who and what we are, that we can suffer when those connections 
are severed.  In other words, grief is an affective, moral, and political 
manifestation of the human embodiment of the ontology of internal relatedness.3
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(I know.  I’ve gone from pratfalls to the ontology of internal relatedness.)

Remember how that poem feels to you.  Grieving, the poem turns to a small, 
needful fact.  The poem turns to the world in which we live and of which we are a part.  
It turns to something that is basically scientific.  The poem turns to what human 
scientific inquiry has taught us about nature.  In all likelihood, there are some plants 
that Eric Garner planted that are still living.  And in their living they create the 
conditions for more living, more life.  They house, feed, are “pleasant to touch and 
smell,” and they make it “easier for us to breathe.”  I think the poem is asking “How is 
it that we breathe?”  One thing it is saying is that what would make it easier for us to 
breathe is if we worked together with one another and with non-human life.  And it 
feels to me that the poem describes a way in which the boundaries that define any one 
person do not correspond to that person’s skin.  We are not separate from one another.  
And even one who has died—who that person was can still be working its way through 
our own living.  We participate in one another’s being and becoming.  Our world is 
such that all sorts of things come together to make each of us possible.  We are here to 
help one another breathe.

In that moment before taking a breath… What if this is part of what uncertainty 
feels like?  What if uncertainty is where possibility is born?

When confronted by uncertainty and vulnerability, we can tend to reach for 
certainty.  And since this is a world of change and uncertainty, instead of connecting 
with the world of which we are a part, we posit some transcendent, permanent, 
unchanging something something that is outside of this uncertain, vulnerable world.  
We look for some foundational belief that we don’t have to justify; we can simply 
assume it.  It’s something nothing will affect.  But this sort of a belief denies the 
interwoven, interdependent, embodied reality we experience.  It leads to cutting us off 
from each other, from the planet.  The psychologist Cara Barker writes:

The mistake we make is believing that our salvation lies outside ourselves. We 
have this way of believing that if we can just change our world from the outside, 
it will settle the unquiet on the inside. The problem with that thinking is that it 
puts us in a holding cell. Imprisoned by the notion that salvation is an outside 
job, we cling harder and harder to our identities, achievements and collections, 
which only end up separating us from what restores a sense of peace, 
reconnection and happiness.4

Let us instead find the sacred close at hand, right here in an interrelated world of 
which we are a part—an interrelated world that is always in process, uncertain, and so 
always becoming.  An immanently sacred living world.  Partly, I’m talking about going 
“to the peaceful wood,” that James Weldon Johnson talks about in one of his poems.   5

Partly, I’m talking about listening to the still, small voice.  But I’m also talking about 
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how we live together.  I’m talking about democracy.  Michael Hogue points out that it is 
a paradox of democracy that it is “most faithfully idealized” when we embrace it as 
something that is unfinished and unfinishable.   He writes “Democracy is always 6

beginning.”   Instead of the finished and certain project that authoritarianism or 7

exceptionalism presents, Hogue cites a political philosopher to declare that democracy 
begins where certainty ends  and asserts that “democracy is a politics of and for the 8

uncertainty of life.”   May we not give in to fear or fatigue in the face of that uncertainty 9

or the ongoing struggle that democracy demands.  
Adapting Michael Hogue’s words into a kind of prayer, here is our call:

Instead of an idol of omnipotence that sanctifies sovereignty and legitimizes 
monopolistic power;

may we make a faithful commitment to the immanence of the sacred
which ennobles shared and cooperative power
and supports an ethics and politics that is collaborative, democratic, and 

ecological;

Instead of a faith in God as a singularly supreme Being
which encourages exclusionary modes of faith and absolutist beliefs,

may we find religious depth and value
in the adventure of provisional convictions
and the practice of remaining inquisitively open to change;

instead of a political theology that 
informs exceptionalism national and cultural identities, 
xenophobic exclusions,
and the externalizations of social and ecological costs

may we embrace radically relational understandings
of self, community, and economy.

may we embrace an immanental tradition that
nurtures a spirit of dissidence and
resists the religious constraints and social and environmental injustices 
of the dominant American political theology.

may we practice an immanental theology that calls us to an
ecologically attuned,
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politically engaged,
spiritually vital, and 
environmentally and socially just
mode of democratic life.10

We are here to help one another breathe easier.

May it be so.
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