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What I wish I could say is that I couldn’t have imagined that an insurgent mob 
would force their way into and then defile the nation’s capitol.  How could anyone have 
imagined that?  That’s what I’d like to say.  That’s what I’d like to believe: that a mob 
trying to overthrow the results of a democratic election would be in this country 
unimaginable.  I’d like to live in that world.  Clearly, I don’t.  Clearly, lots of people 
were able to imagine besieging the symbolic center of our democracy.

Maybe there was a failure of imagination on the part of the Capitol Police.  They 
clearly didn’t imagine that they would be overrun by the President’s mob of supporters.

What I wanted to do today was to celebrate imagination and its cultivation as a 
spiritual practice.  Any simple celebration has been upset by this week’s events.  But it’s 
not as though our ability to imagine has been made any less important.  In fact, it seems 
clearer now that it is important that we can imagine well.

What happened Wednesday was the culmination of a long history of sowing 
seeds of the distrust of government.  It was not the brainchild of our current President.  
In my lifetime, it got it’s first major push with Ronald Reagan saying in his first 
inaugural address: “Government is not the solution to our problem, government is the 
problem.”   He was working to shape our imagination: to take away from our ability to 1

imagine that government might have a role to play in combatting social ills and 
ensuring life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.  The sowing of distrust of our 
institutions and of each other has only grown from there.  It has been grown and 
cultivated purposely to make the rich richer.  To strengthen the privileges of the 
privileged.  And since, because of our country’s foundational racism, this shaping of the 
imagination has been about shoring up white supremacy culture. 

What kind of imagination has gone into the invention of falsehoods and grand 
conspiracy theories?  I wonder if, to understand how imagination can be cultivated, we 
could just look at QAnon.  Because it takes advantage of two human tendencies: We 
deal in fragments and we long for gods.

There is a master narrative of a “Deep State” cabal of politicians and liberals and 
Jewish billionaires that QAnon promulgates that seems to serve as the “god” in that 
system.  But what I find interesting is that what the person or people who is “Q” sees to 
do is, rather than spin out the narrative themself, they “drop” cryptic questions and 
notes.  Q leaves it up to others to spin out the story, in fealty to the over-arching 
conspiracy theory.  The media scholar Ethan Zukerman says, 
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Members of the QAnon aren’t just readers of Q’s “drops”—they are the 
“bakers,” assembling crumbs into coherent narratives and predictions. […] The 
“baking” of Q’s crumbs has led to a complex ecosystem that almost resembles 
Talmudic commentary, with some “researchers” competing to interpret Q’s 
pronouncements and tie them to breaking events in the news.   2

I wonder if the strength of the whole QAnon and Stop the Steal worldview isn’t this 
feeling of being part of the creation of meaning.  I think they are taking advantage of 
how it is humans find and create meaning in general.  We are all just taking in 
fragments, pieces, and spinning whole worlds out of those pieces.  

Part of what has made this week so difficult for many of us has been the way 
we’ve been glued to the news, to reading article after article, watching news story after 
news story, pundit after pundit, and on and on without stop.  It is too much to take in.  
It can get so that it becomes brutalizing and traumatic even at a distance.  We need to 
take a break now and then for the health and wholeness of our spirit.  

But it is also true that we are filtering all the time.  Even just sitting there listening 
to some minister prattle on you are filtering.  There are all sorts of details, colors, 
sounds, feelings, that are offering themselves to you.  And I expect you aren’t taking 
every word of this in but are drifting in and out — and I don’t say that as a criticism or a 
plea for you to pay more attention to me.  I think it would be unnatural and possibly 
even unhealthy not to drift and filter and reflect and drift back now and then, over and 
over.  That’s just human.  We build our understandings from pieces.

Peter Mendelsund is a art director at Knopf, the publishing house.  Mendelsund 
designs book covers.  He wrote a fascinating book of words and pictures about the act 
of reading called What We See When We Read.   One of the things he points out is that we 3

are picturing as we read, creating images in our head.  I love to read and my memory of 
reading some of my favorite books is sort of a memory of a movie — the movie I created 
and watched in my mind on the basis of the words I was reading.  That’s often what I 
remember:  an image I created in my mind’s eye, and not the words that I read to make 
that image.  Those images feel fully realized to me.  But no author ever tells you 
everything about what a character looks like or sounds like.  If I was asked to pick my 
mind’s eye version of Lauren Olamina from Octavia Butler’s Parable of the Sower out of a 
lineup, I couldn’t do it.  What I really have is a sort of sketch at best.  Only a few details 
that I’ve extrapolated from.  What we get from reading a story are chosen details. 
Mendelsund concludes that

Authors are curators of experience.  They filter the world’s noise, and out of this 
noise they make the purest signal they can—out of disorder they create 
narrative. [402] 

Authors filter and assemble.  And that’s also what we’re all doing all of the time.  
Filtering and screening and sorting and weaving.  That’s what we do to any book we 
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read.  And it is what we do to the world and each other as we experience it and create 
understandings of it.  Mendelsund’s insight is that

Writers reduce when they write, and readers reduce when they read.  The brain 
itself is built to reduce, replace, emblemize . . .  Verisimilitude is not only a false 
idol, but also an unattainable goal.  So we reduce.  And it is not without 
reverence that we reduce.  This is how we apprehend our world.  This is what 
humans do.  [¶]  Picturing stories is making reductions.  Through reduction, we 
create meaning.  [415]

Through reduction, we create meaning.  This bound to cause trouble sometimes, 
even if we do that reducing with some reverence.  It can go awry.  God in the Hebrew 
Bible knew something of what humans were like and so one of first things god warns 
about, when God’s talking with Moses on the mountaintop, is NO IDOLS—DO NOT 
MAKE ANY IDOLS.  God ends the conference with Moses.  God says, Hey, quick, you 
gotta get back down to the people—they went and made an idol and are worshiping it.  
Make them stop. (This is all book of Exodus, chapter 32.)  When Moses gets there and 
asks his brother Aaron what is going on, Aaron says, you were gone and “They said to 
me, ‘Make us gods, who shall go before us; as for this Moses … we do not know what 
has become of him.’” (Ex 32:23)

When you make an idol, you’ve taken those two human tendencies and spun 
them together:  what you’ve done is take a piece of the world, and spun it into the 
ultimate over-all truth.  In theological terms, what you’ve done is take something or 
someone that isn’t God—even if that someone or something represents God —and are 
treating that someone or something as if it is God.  You take something as everything 
when it is only something.  For the QAnon-ers, the idol is the “deep state.”  For 
Wednesday’s mob, the idol was Trump.  The idol is white supremacy, which can go by 
many names.  This is imagination —and our natural, beautiful inclination to 
imagination—gone horribly wrong.  Gone evil.

Here’s what I’m saying:  in order to cultivate a healthy imagination, you have to 
be able to imagine that you’ve only ever got a piece of something and not the whole 
truth.  When something is imaginative, really imaginative, it busts out of whatever box 
you were in that you previously thought held everything in the world.  When 
something is really imaginative, it is collaborative in a way that always invites more 
participation, that always wants more people to be involved — not because you want 
everyone to be in your box of idols, but because you’re willing to let go of and break 
open that box of idols.  

My good people, we have to keep on breaking open, because this is the cycle: We 
create imaginings and our imaginings create us.  When we forget that, we can take 
ourselves as our idols.  When James Baldwin’s poem “Imagination” says “Columbus 
was discovered / by what he found,” I imagine it’s because Columbus the oppressor of 
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native peoples was only realized because he imagined himself into the situation that 
allowed him to do that.  He imagined himself into the situation that allowed for that 
reduction of himself and that violent reduction of native peoples he hadn’t imagined in 
any other way.

Imagination as a spiritual practice is a cultivation not of just creativity, but a 
cultivation of who we are, and who we will be.  Our imagination cannot begin and end 
with our own entitlement.  Imagine in that impoverished way and you become your 
own golden calf.  We reduce because we must, because everything is too much for 
anyone in any one moment.  But the meaning we create, the meaning we imagine, must 
not forget it comes from reduction.  And must always long to let that reduction go and 
create a new imagining, imagine a new possibility, allow for an imagining beyond our 
imagining.

This has been a heavy week.  We have seen the fruit of misguided and violently 
truncated imagining.  An imagining that begins and ends with itself only.  It is an 
impoverishment of who we are.  It has been encouraged for far too long.  It is idolatry, 
and we will not let it be.  

I pray:
May you imagine yourself whole even in whatever brokenness you are feeling.
May you imagine that you are more than you imagine.
May you imagine yourself strong despite those forces trying to imagine you 

weak.
May you imagine yourself blessed even in the midst of a frightening, challenging 

moment.
May you imagine yourself beautiful because, well, it’s just the truth.
May your imagining encourage the imagining of others.  May you be encouraged 

by the imagining of others.  
May we all imagine together such that we make real a world of mutual thriving 

beyond our current imagining.
So may we imagine.  May it be so.
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