
Today’s reading is from an essay called, “‘Hope is an embrace of the unknown’ 
by the contemporary thinker Rebecca Solnit. 
 
 
“Hope locates itself in the premise that we don’t know what will happen, 
 and that  
in the spaciousness of uncertainty  
there is room to act.  
When you recognise uncertainty, you recognise that you may be able to 
influence the outcomes –  
you alone or you in concert with a few dozen 
 or several million others.  
Hope is an embrace of the unknown and the unknowable, an alternative to the 
certainty of both optimists and pessimists.  
Optimists think it will all be fine without our involvement; pessimists adopt 
the opposite position; both excuse themselves from acting.  
 
Hope is the belief that what we do matters  
even though how and when it may matter,  
who and what it may impact,  
are not things we can know beforehand.  
We may not, in fact,  
know them afterwards either,  
but they matter all the same,  
and history is full of people  
whose influence was most powerful after they were gone. 
 
Here ends our reading. 
 
. . . . 
 
In 1906, a group of 300 British suffrage activists met with the UK Prime Minister, Sir Henry 
Campbell-Bannerman. Afterward, he announced that while he agreed with their argument for 
the vote, he was (quote) “obliged to do nothing at all about it" and so he urged the women to 
(quote) "go on pestering" and to exercise "the virtue of patience". 
 
At that point, some of the activists had been working for the vote for over 50 years.  
 
Enraged, the women decided that, if they were ever to succeed, they needed to change their 
tactics – to move from politely requesting the vote to demanding it in an all-out campaign of 
civil disobedience.  
 



So, in October 1906, the Women’s Social Political Union staged its first illegal demonstration in 
the lobby of the House of Commons. Eleven women were arrested that day, charged with 
damaging the building, and ordered to pay a fee of five pounds each. They refused and were 
sentenced to three months in jail. Their case became front-page news in Britain, attracting the 
attention of women and activists across the country. 
 
It was a bold step, a leap of faith. Those 11 women knew their cause to be just, they believed 
they would triumph eventually, but when? How?  
 
They couldn’t have known. They couldn’t have known how their actions would ripple through 
history, across time and space and generations.  
 
Today, we know that it took another 22 years of struggle, and hundreds more women had to 
risk jail and injury and even death, before British women gained electoral equality in 1928. 
 
Today we also know that others were there in London that day --  watching, observing, 
absorbing the events. They included a young Indian lawyer visiting London from his home in 
South Africa. Three days after that 1906 suffrage action, Mohandus Gandhi wrote an essay he 
called “Deeds Better Than Words,” borrowing the slogan of Women’s Social Political Union.  
 
Gandhi, who was just then beginning to develop his perspective, wrote. “Some people regard 
these women as insane, the police use force against them, the magistrate looks upon them 
with a stern eye. [Yet one] brave daughter said "I shall never obey any law in the making of 
which I have had no hand.”  
 
He goes on: “Today the whole country is laughing at them, and they have only a few people on 
their side. But undaunted these women work on, steadfast in their cause. They are bound to 
succeed and gain the franchise, for the simple reason that deeds are better than words.” 
 
The 20th century French philosopher Michel Foucault wrote: “People know what they do; 
frequently they know why they do what they do; but what they don’t know is what what they 
do does.” 
 
We can never know what impact our actions may have, rippling out into the future.  
 
. . . .  
 
For four Sundays in a row now, today being the last one, I’ve been preaching a series inspired 
by a speech, a single speech, given to the 4,000 UUs gathered at our General Assembly this past 
June in New Orleans. The speaker was Bryan Stevenson, a death-row attorney and activist, 
founder of the Alabama-based Equal Justice Initiative. 
 
In that speech, Stevenson first outlined the dire problem of mass incarceration in this country. 
 



• In 1972, 300,000 people were in U.S. jails and prisons. In 2017, the number is 2.3 million. 
That’s nearly 8 times the number. 2.3 million -- That’s larger than the population of 15 
states. 

• Although the US level of crime is comparable to that of other stable industrialized 
nations, the our rate of incarceration is more than five times higher than most of the 
countries in the world. 

• 40 percent of incarcerated people are African American, although they are just 13% of the 
general population.  

• 30% of the black male population in Alabama has permanently lost voting rights. One 
third of black men in Alabama cannot vote.  

• If trends continue, one in three of all African American men will go to jail in their lifetimes. 
(It’s one in every 15 for whites.)  

"There is a narrative that explains how we got here,” says Stevenson. “Mass incarceration 
was created by policy decisions. We decided to deal with drug addiction and drug 
dependency as a crime issue rather than a health issue . . . We didn’t do that for alcoholism. 
We said, ‘Alcoholism, that’s a disease,’ but we criminalized drug addiction because of a 
narrative.” endquote 
 
The narrative of racial difference – that black and brown people are somehow 
fundamentally different from whites – a narrative was created to justify both genocide 
against Native Americans and chattel slavery of Africans – still courses through our culture, 
still informs our judicial system, still promotes mass incarceration. 
 
To change this system of white supremacy, to tear it down, Stevenson offers us four tools, 
four pathways – really four challenges. First, he says, we must Get Proximate – get closer to 
the people you want to help. Seeing the problem from their perspective will give you both 
the tools and the energy to move the system. For my sermon on that topic, I interviewed 
several Follenites who are getting proximate and being changed in the process.  
 
Second, Stevenson says, we need to change the narrative. We need to confront this 
narrative of racial difference at every opportunity – on the internet, in the media, at the 
dinner table, in our RE classrooms, in our congregational culture, in our legislation. It’s not 
just the Confederate statues that need to come down. It’s the white supremacy doctrine 
they represent.  
 

So last Sunday I talked about how for the past ten years, in addition to defending death-row 

inmates, Stevenson’s Equal Justice Initiative has been building a national campaign to change the 
narrative by telling the truth everywhere about slavery, lynching, and Jim Crow terror. EJI’s 
landmark 2015 report on lynching documented 4,000 murders across the South and now it’s laying 
historical markers in place and building the nation’s first museum on the subject. 

 
Today, I get to talk about Stevenson’s third and fourth challenges, the final tools and 
pathways for change.  



 
Stevenson’s third challenge is this: Stay Hopeful. Don’t let yourself despair – at least not for 
too long. Maybe for one sheet cake, or two. But not longer. There’s too much work to be 
done. 
 
And his fourth challenge is Do Uncomfortable Things.  
 
Stay Hopeful and Do Uncomfortable Things. When I started this sermon series, I didn’t 
intend to be lumping the two together into one sermon, but the more I thought about it, 
the more the news unfolded around me, the more it felt right. Especially over the course of 
this last week.  
 
On Thursday, when I first sat down to write this sermon, you’ll recall that we were all still 
reeling from the events of last weekend in Charlottesville. We were thrown by images and 
video and the ugly ugly words of the white nationalists. We were mourning the murder of 
Heather Heyer and the accidental deaths of two state troopers. Many of us were shocked 
and appalled by the president’s cowardly waffling on the matter, but then heartened when 
many of his former supporters, including top military officials, came out strongly against the 
haters and those who would defend them. 
 
AS the week wore on, the country felt more upset but also more united, as if Charlottesville 
had finally exposed to the air this ugly festering wound on our body politic and we were 
now ready to actually look at it, and to start the healing. 
 
At the same time, we worried for Boston. How many haters would come here? Would they 
mow us down with cars? Should we go to the Common? The Boston Police said no. The 
Southern Poverty Law Center said no.  
 
I spent several hours on Thursday and Friday with the Moral Movement Massachusetts, our 
statewide interfaith coalition, trying to discern a faithful response. Once it was decided, I 
sent out emails and press releases. On Friday night, we gathered on Boston Common, a 
group of 60 or 70, to walk and pray and sing for peace. At end we were gathered in 
Parkman Bandstand, in the dark, just 12 hours before the “free speech” rallyers would 
gather in the same spot. We lifted up Christian and Jewish and pagan prayers, and then a 
woman of Indian descent came to the microphone. She led us in a chant for peace. “Om, 
shanti, shanti, shanti. Ooooom.” The ancient, universal chant flowed out, in ripples, on the 
night air. And it blessed that place. 
 
Yesterday, Saturday, I sat at my computer to finish this sermon and I watched the newsfeed 
coming in.  
 
Do Uncomfortable Things, Stay Hopeful. In his speech, Stevenson presents them as two 
separate things, but for me this week, they seem interlinked, almost interdependent. We 
stay hopeful, I think, only by actually doing uncomfortable things – by showing up for stuff, 



by challenging our thinking, by listening to people with different experience. Hope is 
necessarily uncomfortable, because it is a leap of faith, a step into the unknown. We cannot 
know the outcomes, but we show up anyway.  
 
After some reading I landed on the story of the suffragists and Gandhi, and their link in 
history. Civil disobedience is yes, doing an uncomfortable thing. No one wants to be pushed 
and shoved, to go to jail, to suffer and to risk. But if it’s the only way to make hidden 
injustices show up in the world, to make the powerful see the effects of their actions, then 
it must be done. 
 

Rebecca Solnit writes: “Hope is an embrace of the unknown and the 
unknowable. . . . It is the belief that what we do matters even though how and 
when it may matter, who and what it may impact, are not things we can know 
beforehand.” 
 
I remembered one day, back in the 1990s, when I was working at Ms. 
Magazine in New York. Several of the staff were hanging around the tiny 
office, trying to brainstorm about how to boost our subscription rate, which 
was stuck at 100,000. Why didn’t more people want to read Ms.? we 
pondered. Gloria Steinem happened to be in the room, and having had this 
conversation a few times before, she laughed.  
 
“Can’t you see? Our low numbers are actually an indicator of our bigger 
success,” she said. “Back in the 70s, when Ms. Was the first to talk about -- to 
stand up against -- domestic violence, date rape, sexual harassment at work, 
women flocked to the magazine. But now, the larger culture has shifted, and 
we all identify and condemn these things. It may put the magazine out of 
business, but we have won the larger victory.” 

Solnit says: “Uprisings and revolutions are often considered to be 
spontaneous, but it is the less visible long-term organising and groundwork – 
or underground work – that often laid the foundation,” writes Solnit. “Ideas at 
first considered outrageous or ridiculous or extreme gradually become what 
people think they’ve always believed. How the transformation happened is 
rarely remembered.”  

But that knowledge, that memory, is where hope lives. It is the reasonable, 
rational basis for our faith in transformation.  

 



We cannot afford to forget that all the huge social changes that have happened 
over the last 100 years, though they seem obvious now and always pre-
destined to occur, were not. They were anything but. 

They were all hard-fought, every inch of the way, over the course of years, by 
suffragists and abolitionists and lawyers and marchers, by survivors of slavery 
and torture and rape, by preachers and church-goers and book-readers and 
parents and children, by our forebears all around the world and right here in 
this church and by many of you.  

Power concedes nothing without a demand. We have read about, we have 
studied, we have been both those demanders and the powers they have 
demanded from. We know how change is made. One step at a time, one brick 
at a time. That is our legacy and that is our hope.  

My colleague Carey McDonald, who is African American and one of the national leaders at the 

UUA, wrote this on Facebook last night, when he returned from Boston Common: 

 
It feels like something is finally cracking open in this country’s collective awareness. The 
heaviness of the last seven days, the blood and brutality of Charlottesville and the emboldening 
of white supremacy, have been the high price. Why haven’t woes of other Augusts, like the one 
when Mike Brown lay in the streets, had the same effect? I can’t say. Maybe we’re just ready 
now. But something is shifting. We’re connecting the dots between the single, tragic stories 
and the systemic, savage oppression that causes them. 
 
With Carey, I pray that something is shifting, that we are ready now more than ever. 
 
On behalf of our brothers and sisters in prison and in poverty, Bryan Stevenson challenges us to 
break down the barriers, to make justice. He gives us four steps, four imperatives –get 
proximate, change the narrative, stay hopeful, do uncomfortable things.  
 
In this last week, in our worry and despair, in our faith and in our hope, many of us have had to 
do all four. It is our walk of faith.  
 

Michel Foucault wrote: “People know what they do; frequently they know why they do what 
they do; but what they don’t know is what what they do does.” 
 
We can never know what impact our actions may have, rippling out into the future. We can 
only, drawing inspiration from our forebears, seek to discern what is right for right now and 
take that next step into the unknown, together.  

 
Let us do so, in our boldness and in our hope. Amen.           143: Not in Vain the Distance Beacons 

 


	Today’s reading is from an essay called, “‘Hope is an embrace of the unknown’ by the contemporary thinker Rebecca Solnit.
	So last Sunday I talked about how for the past ten years, in addition to defending death-row inmates, Stevenson’s Equal Justice Initiative has been building a national campaign to change the narrative by telling the truth everywhere about slavery, lyn...


