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Call to Worship: 
 
Our worship theme this month has been Fear, and today we will 
seek together to find understanding of what it is that bring us to 
fear other people, and how we can release that fear.  
As Dr. Brene Brown has described it, it seems like politics these 
days are only asking two questions: “What am I supposed to 
fear, and who’s to blame?” 
Here we wish to ask different questions, better questions. 
In the words of a politician from an earlier era, Robert Kennedy, 
“Each time a [person] stands up for an ideal, or acts to improve 
the lot of others, or strikes out against injustice, [they] send forth 
a tiny ripple of hope . . . and, crossing each other from a million 
different centers of energy and daring, those ripples build a 
current that can sweep down the mightiest walls of oppression 
and resistance.” 
May we in this time find the courage to be creators of hope.



 

2 

Reading: “Allowables” by Nikki Giovanni 

 
I killed a spider 
Not a murderous brown recluse 
Nor even a black widow 
And if the truth were told this 
Was only a small 
Sort of papery spider 
Who should have run 
When I picked up the book 
But she didn’t 
And she scared me 
And I smashed her 
I don’t think 
I’m allowed 
To kill something 
Because I am 
Frightened 
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Sermon: The Others 
 
Good news for poet Nikki Giovanni, and for spiders.  
I learned this week there is now a Virtual Reality app in 
production to help people deal with their phobias of spiders and 
other creepie-crawlies.i  
Now we can stop being afraid of spiders without ever having to 
be near a real spider.  
  
Giovanni’s poem is of course about more than just spiders. 
And it speaks to the fear I think many people in this country 
have towards other people, and how we treat each other.  
 
Do you remember the tv show Lost?  
I was really into it back when it was on tv.  
It had a great set up with survivors of a plane crash finding 
themselves on a mysterious, remote island.  
There were a lot of scary elements: hungry wild animals, a 
supernatural smoke monster that could kill you, the struggle to 
find food and water.  
But the scariest thing of all on Lost was “The Others.”  
They were other humans who had been the island even before 
the plane crashed there.  
As the show began you didn’t know who they were,  
what their motives were, or anything about them.  
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They were just “The Others.”  
 
Amid all those dangers, other people were the scariest thing of 
all.  
 
And they weren’t just “others,” they were “the others.” 
The “the” matters.  
One linguist pointed out recently that when people put “the” in 
front of a description of people, it works as a code.  
 

“The” makes the group seem like it’s a large, uniform 
mass, rather than a diverse group of individuals. This is the 
key to “othering”: treating people from another group as 
less human than one’s own group. The Nazis did it when 
they talked about die Juden (“the Jews”). Homophobes do 
it when they talk about “the gays.” 
 
[It is a way of referring to] ethnic groups in the same way 
that we talk about foreign governments and armies. [The] 
“the” treats ethnic groups as some monolithic cabal…ii 

 
That is why it sounds to wrong, so off, when one presidential 
candidate keeps saying  
“the African-Americans” or “the Hispanics.”  
Real people become “The others.”  
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And that perpetuates fear.  
 
It is both human nature, and an unfortunate part of our culture  
to take knowledge of one person, or a few people,  
and lump it together so that it applies to a whole group of 
people.  
We do it in part because our unconscious mind  
is trying valiantly to save us from danger all the time,  
and making connections is one way to alert ourselves to danger. 
Our intuition sees more than we even realize,  
yet it is up to our conscious mind  
to make sense of what our intuition notices. 
 
Safety specialist Gavin de Becker, who wrote the excellent book 
The Gift of Fear that I recommend to every one here, has an 
exercise he uses as an example of how education can have a 
powerful effect on our intuition.  
I’m going to do this exercise with you.  
 
I would like a couple volunteers who are not shy to come up to 
the front of the room.  
 
Okay, you guys are now kangaroos.  
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Attacks from kangaroos are a rare safety hazard. They are 
normally friendly animals, but their attacks are always fatal. 
Luckily, they always display a specific set of indicators before 
they attack.  
 

1) They will give what appears to be a wide and genial smile 
(they are actually showing their teeth). 

2) They will check their pouches compulsively several times 
to be sure they have no young with them (they never attack 
while carrying young). 

3) They will look behind them (since they always retreat 
immediately after they kill).  

 
Can our volunteers repeat back and act out these danger warning 
signs.  
 
Thanks, you can sit down. 
 
Do you think you will remember those warnings? So now your 
intuition is armed with knowledge of how to escape a deadly 
attack from a kangaroo. 
 
There is only one problem. 
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I just gave you completely inaccurate information. Like Gavin 
de Becker, I actually know nothing about kangaroo behavior. 
(So, try to forget those three signals—or just stay away from 
hostile kangaroos.) 
 
De Becker points out that “we are constantly being bombarded 
with kangaroo signals masquerading as knowledge, and our 
intuition relies on us to decide what we will give credence to.” 
 
We know that our brains have already received a lot of kangaroo 
signals when it comes to “the others”—other people.  
 
Harvard scientists have been studying this, which they call 
“implicit bias” for years now.  
Implicit bias was mentioned in the presidential debates.  
And I just discovered that this Sunday’s New York Times 
Magazine has an article about it too.  
 
Many folks first heard about implicit bias in Malcolm 
Gladwell’s 2005 bestseller Blink—the concept has been around 
for a couple decades now.  
In Blink, Gladwell cites research by three Harvard professors 
who have been studying the implicit associations our minds 
make.  
They created the Implicit Association Test (IAT),  
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which has been taken by over 2 million people,  
and it’s online if you want to take it too.iii   
 

The Implicit Association Test is designed to examine which 
words and concepts are strongly paired in people’s minds.  

Since our reading was about spiders, say you were taking an 
implicit association test for the positive or negative associations 
you have with insects and flowers.1  

On the screen would flash the words  
“spider” “cockroach” “rose” “daffodil”  
along with words like “candy” “heaven,” “poison,” “evil.”  
You would find it a quick and easy task  
to group insects with unpleasant words  
and flowers with pleasant words,  
because our unconscious minds have made those connections 
again and again— 
our intuition works in a blink to make the right match.  
 
But when the test asks you to group insects with pleasant words, 
and flowers with unpleasant words,  
the task is unexpectedly difficult and takes longer to complete.  
Each time you see a word, you have to  
overcome what your intuition wants you to do,  
                                                
1 Following example taken from Washington Post article. 
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overcome the strong prior association  
of insects with bad things and flowers with good things.  
  
On the implicit association tests for racial bias, instead of insects 
and flowers, you might see an image of a black or white face.….  

Analyses of tens of thousands of tests found 88 percent of 
white people had a pro-white or anti-black implicit bias…2 

They’ve even found that this bias starts as early as 6 years old. 
We learn these unconscious, intuitive connections very young. 
We have a lot of kangaroos hopping around up there. 
 

The test only measures race bias, not racism, and showing 
bias on the test does not mean you will act in a biased 
way—“people can consciously override their biases.” 

 
Thanks to my false lesson earlier,  
if you encounter a kangaroo that smiles sweetly at you,  
you will have to consciously override your bias and suspicion 
that it is about to attack you.  
But many people don’t want to believe they have any biases, so 
they don’t work hard to override them.  
And that is when fear of “the others” can take over. 

                                                
2 http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A27067-2005Jan21.html 
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My colleague Rev. Rosemary Bray McNatt has movingly 
described how that fear of “the others” ends up at the feet of 
regular individuals just trying to live good productive lives—
like her and her husband.  
Rosemary and her husband were young African-American 
professionals in New York City.  
She pointed out how it is normal for a wife to worry when their 
husband is late coming home.  
But for her the fear was deeper.  
As she put it, for many white “people in New York the urban 
bogeyman is a young black man in sneakers.”  
 
Rosemary’s husband is  
“a writer, an amateur cyclist, a lousy basketball player,  
his parents’ son, her life’s companion,” a father of two.  
But he was also a young black man in sneakers.  
 
And so her fear was of other people’s fear,  
white people’s fear, of her husband— 
that their fear would cause them, in panic, to kill the thing they 
were frightened of.  
 
Rosemary wrote:  
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I fear that some white person will look at him and see only 
his or her nightmare – another black man in sneakers…  
Once upon a time I was vaguely ashamed of my paranoia 
about his safety in the world outside our home.  
After all, he’s a grown man.  
But he’s a grown black man on the streets alone.  
[Rosemary continues] 
I am reminded, over and over, how dangerous white people 
can be, how their fears are still a hazard to our health. 
When white people are ruled by their fears of everything 
black, every black man is a rapist–even a murderer. 

 
As the poet said, 

she scared me 
And I smashed her 
 
I don’t think 
I’m allowed 
To kill something 
Because I am 
Frightened 

 
One thing Gavin de Becker points out in his book is that when 
we are in a heightened state of always afraid and alert,  
our intuition is actually less effective,  
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because the constant alarm bells ringing in our head  
are drowning out the quieter messages we might hear from 
actual dangers.  
 
Our fear can make us both  
more dangerous to others and more susceptible to danger.  
Fear holds us back from reality, from conscious connection.  
Fear is a spiritual wound that we all carry. 
 
I pray that we never stop working to heal this wound.  
I pray that we examine the sources of our knowledge. 
I pray that we actively seek to understand if our intuition is 
telling us something important, or something false.  
 
“The others” are out there. 
And it turns out they are just like us.  
And we all want the same things: 
Peace, hope, security, kindness, love. 
May our actions, however small, cast out fear 
And bring in love. 
 
Amen.  
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i http://money.cnn.com/2016/10/16/technology/fearless-vr-spiders/index.html?iid=ob_homepage_tech_pool 
ii http://www.vox.com/2016/10/20/13342646/donald-trump-african-americans-latinos-race-racism-inner-city 
iii implicit.harvard.edu 


