
“A Way Forward” 
Sermon Preached at Follen Church 

Lexington, MA 
Rev. Susanne Skubik Intriligator 

March 18, 2018 
 

Call to Worship 
 
“Our picture of the universe has changed a great deal in the last 50 years and I am happy if I 
have made a small contribution,” wrote Stephen Hawking. 
 
“The fact that we humans,  
who are ourselves mere fundamental particles of nature,  
have been able to come this close  
to understanding the laws that govern us and the universe  
is certainly a triumph.” 
 
In 1963, when doctors gave Stephen Hawking his original diagnosis of motor neurone disease, 
they also gave him 2 years to live.  
 
This morning I call us to worship with words from a man  
who outlived all expectations,  
one who showed us all  
both profound insights into gravity, space and time –  
and an unquenchable zest for life.  
  
 “Be Curious,” Hawking said.  
“However difficult life may seem,  
there is always something you can do and succeed at.  
It matters that you don’t just give up.” 
 
Source: The Independent 15 November 2016  

 
 
READING: Love After Love 
  

Derek Walcott was a poet and playwright from Saint Lucia, an island in the Caribbean. 
He won the 1992 Nobel Prize for Literature, and he died last year.  
 
Love After Love 
 
The time will come 
when, with elation 
you will greet yourself arriving 

http://www.independent.co.uk/news/people/professor-stephen-hawking-humanity-wont-survive-1000-years-on-earth-a7417366.html


at your own door, in your own mirror 
and each will smile at the other's welcome, 
and say, sit here. Eat. 
You will love again the stranger who was your self.  
Give wine. Give bread. Give back your heart 
to itself, to the stranger who has loved you 
all your life, whom you ignored 
for another, who knows you by heart. 
Take down the love letters from the bookshelf, 
the photographs, the desperate notes, peel your own image from the mirror.  
Sit. Feast on your life. 

 
SERMON: A Way Forward 
 
In an interview with John Oliver, Stephen Hawking was explaining the dangers of artificial 
intelligence. He says: “There’s a story that scientists built an intelligent computer. The first 
question they asked it was, ‘Is there a God?’ The computer replied, ‘There is now.’  
 
Among his many gifts, Hawking had a beautiful sense of humor. “I have lived over 2/3 of my life 
with the threat of death hanging over me,” he once said. “So I have developed a desire to make 
the most of each and every minute.” Let us learn from him.  
 
.  . .  
 
A few weeks ago I preached to you about political polarization. According to recent research by 
the Pew Center, Americans have never been as politically divided as they are today.1 Since 
1994, the number of folks in both parties who hold highly negative views about the opposition 
has doubled. 86% of Americans say political conflicts among us are either strong or very 
strong.2 Political polarization is our number one social problem.  

How do we save our democracy? How do we build back up our civil discourse? How can we 
defend ourselves and our siblings who are suffering and under attack by inhuman policies? 

Valarie Kaur is a Sikh lawyer and human rights activist, born and raised in California, where her 
family has lived and farmed for 100 years. In 2001, when Valarie was 20, Balbir Singh Sodhi, a 
family friend, a man she called “uncle,” was killed. He was shot outside the gas station he 
owned in Arizona, the first person killed in a hate crime in the US after 9/11. Balbir was a Sikh 
and so he wore a turban, and he was gunned down by a man who called him a terrorist and 
called himself a patriot.  
 
In her grief, young Valarie decided to document the events. She brought a videocamera to her 
uncle’s house, to interview his widow soon after the memorial service. She asked her aunt, 
“What do you want to say to the American people?”3 
 



“I was expecting anger and blame,” Valarie says. “But my aunt looked at me and said, ‘tell them 
Thank you.” Thank You, because 3,000 people came to the memorial, mostly strangers. The 
local news had covered Balbir’s story, and 3,000 strangers came to mourn with the family. Tell 
them Thank you. 
 
“This was my first lesson in revolutionary love,” Kaur says. “Stories can create the wonder that 
turns strangers into sisters and brothers. Stories can help us see no stranger.” 
 
“See No Stranger” is a foundational principle of Kaur’s faith, Sikhism, a religion that was created 
as a bridge. In the 15th century, Guru Nanak lived in the Punjab, between modern-day India and 
Pakistan. “No one is a Hindu; no one a Muslim,” he declared. There is but one God, he declared, 
without form or gender, equally available to all, present in all people, no matter how wicked 
they appear. Everyone is capable of change.  
 

Everyone is capable of change. Do you believe that? Hold onto that question for a minute. 
 

Along with Valarie Kaur, another modern-day prophet I’m watching is Rev. Dr. William Barber. 
How many of have heard of the Poor People’s Campaign? Keep your eyes open for this spring – 
we’re hoping it will be growing in power and influence in the months to come. 

Dr. Barber spearheaded the Moral Mondays movement in North Carolina, which was a grass-
roots interfaith coalition that in 2012 and 2013 successfully pushed back against the extremist 
state government there.4 By hosting monthly, then weekly, rallies in the state capitol, by 
holding up the moral values embedded in the state constitution, and by sometimes strategically 
sitting in and getting arrested, the coalition won important victories on voting rights, 
discrimination against transgender people, and health care. And most important, it unseated 
the governor.  

In the past two years, the Moral movement has spread to states across the nation, and I’ve 
been working directly with the leadership of the Massachusetts group. At the same time, Dr 
Barber has picked up the mantle of the Poor People’s Campaign, the last major initiative of Dr 
Martin Luther King, which he was building when he died, 50 years ago this spring.  

Under Dr. Barber, the new Poor People’s Campaign has spread across the county, centered on 
the voices and experiences of those most directly impacted by rising income inequality, by the 
healthcare crisis, by mass incarceration and systemic racism. They and we are planning a season 
of civil disobedience, to break through the noise and raise awareness, to put our bodies on the 
line to shift the moral narrative. Dr Barber calls us to act as a moral defibrillator, to shock the 
heart of the nation to life, back into rhythm. 

Like Dr. King, Dr. Barber is using moral language – the call of our highest ideals, embedded both 
in scripture and in our constitution and founding documents – to gather us across 
denominations and faiths, belief and unbelief, across lines of race and class and income, across 

https://poorpeoplescampaign.org/


old single-issue political groups. He is gathering a broad coalition, and he says over and over – 
it’s not about politics -- right and left. It’s about morality -- right and wrong.”  

Like Dr. King, Barber draws the doctrine of civil disobedience, which originally dates back – as 
you likely know --  to our own New England Unitarian forebear Henry David Thoreau.5 But the 
doctrine of course was developed into its fullness as a political strategy by Mohandas Gandhi in 
the early 20th century. 

Most folks understand nonviolent resistance as a strategy grounded in love, a radical egalitarian 
spirit that upholds all humans as equally worthy of opportunity and civil rights.  

What’s easy to forget, however, is that it’s grounded in an ethic of love not just for all humanity 
but specifically love for one’s political opponent. Yes. Remember the end goal of nonviolent 
resistance is not actually freedom for an oppressed group. It goes beyond that, to freedom also 
for the oppressors. Freedom that becomes friendship and reconciliation, freedom that grows 
into the Beloved Community.6 

This goal, this end, then transforms the means. Actions of protest carried out in a spirit of love 
become more effective, in the short and long term, finally breaking the cycle of revenge and 
retaliation. 

It works. It worked for Gandhi. Over time, many of his enemies, his persecutors did come to see 
his perspective, did express gratitude and even affection for him. He broke the cycle. 

Valarie Kaur aims to do the same.  

In the years after her uncle Balbir’s death, Valarie Kaur went to law school, became a legal 
advocate, and continued documenting the growing number of hate crimes against Sikh and 
Muslim Americans. She created the award-winning documentary film Divided We Fall: 
Americans in the Aftermath. She has also made films and led story-based campaigns on hate 
crimes, racial profiling, immigration detention, solitary confinement, marriage equality, and 
Internet freedom.  

15 years after Balbir was killed, Valarie went back to the spot of the shooting with Balbir’s 
brother, Rana. In his grief he said, nothing has changed. Valarie asked, “Who have we not yet 
tried to love?”  
 
“Who have we not yet tried to love?” What a response. 
 
After much thought, the two decided to call the murderer in prison. It had been 15 years. 
“Every impulse in me said, I can’t, I can’t do it,” says Valarie. But she has also learned with time 
to summon the will to wonder about her opponents. Why do they do what they do? What fear 
drives them to hurt us?  
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aftermath_of_the_September_11_attacks#Backlash_and_hate_crimes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aftermath_of_the_September_11_attacks#Backlash_and_hate_crimes


If we can make space for that wonder, we can make space to hear their stories. If we can hear 
them, we can see the ones who hurt us not as monsters but as people who themselves are 
wounded, who feel threatened.  
 
Rana did just that. He heard the story of his brother’s murderer and he decided to forgive him.  
 
Valarie says, “Forgiveness is not forgetting. Forgiveness is freedom from hate. When we are 
free from hate, we can hear their stories of those who hurt us, and we can learn that 
participation in oppression comes at a cost. It cuts people off from their own capacity to love.” 
 
It cuts people off from their own capacity to love. I’m a white person. Has my participation in 
systemic racism diminished my capacity to love? How do I replenish it? Does doing so – 
developing a practice of Revolutionary Love – now become a moral obligation? 
 
Like Gandhi and King, Valarie Kaur says, “The choice to love our opponents is moral and 
pragmatic.” It works, in the short and the long term, better than any alternative, because it 
opens up the previously unimaginable possibility of reconciliation.   
 
Can you even imagine what would happen if we could bring that spirit to Congress? To Fox 
news? Let yourself imagine it. If we can’t dream it, we can build it. Join Valarie.   
 
Like Gandhi and King and Dr. Barber, Valarie Kaur is building a movement for justice based in 
the two kinds of Revolutionary Love we discussed: 

1. Love for others. That’s the radical egalitarian love that calls us to stand up for brothers 
and sisters and siblings being crushed by racism, militarism, and income inequality. Love 
for others. 

2. Love for opponents. That’s the radical approach that calls us to rise above the climate of 
demonization, the politics of hate, and engage in civil discourse with respect and yes, 
love. Love that sees our opponents as humans, as wounded, as redeemable. Love that 
creates the possibility of reconciliation. 

 
Here’s the really radical bit. To those two forms of love, Valarie Kaur adds a third.  
 
She says, “Gandhi, King, Mandela, they taught a lot about how to love others and opponents. 
They didn’t talk a lot about loving ourselves. This is a feminist intervention.” 
 
To find the courage to love others, to find the strength to love even our opponents, we first find 
grounding in loving ourselves.  
 
By listening to our selves, by hearing our own hurts, our own still small voice, every day. 
 
By honoring our rage, not burying it or ignoring it but honoring it and bringing it forward in 
loving protest. 
 



If, every day, we take some time in the quiet, for healing, slowly we build the capacity to love. 
Revolutionary Love. A Way Forward. 
 
Derek Walcott promises us 
 
The time will come  
when, with elation  
you will greet yourself arriving  
at your own door, in your own mirror  
and each will smile at the other's welcome,  
 
You will love again the stranger who was your self.  
Give back your heart 
to itself. 
. . .  
 
To love ourselves, to love others, to love  
even our opponents.  
They are all connected, we are all connected.  
 
As MLK said so poetically We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single 
garment of destiny.  
 
We heal humanity first by healing ourselves.  
 
Today, may you will greet yourself in your own mirror, with a smile.  
May you take the time to hear  
your own  
voice still and small, deep inside all, singing. 
 
Then, draw the circle wide. Like a drop in a pond, may your peacefulness, your love for the 
world, ripple out, in circles growing larger and larger, eventually embracing all.  
 
Until we See No Stranger.  
 

In the words of our Closing Hymn, let us also echo the prophets, 

 from Amos to Guru Nanak to Dr. King to Dr. Barber to Valarie Kaur --  

Hatred will never drive out hate,  

Let love roll down, roll down.  

Remember our hearts can make us great,  



Let love roll down like a mighty stream.  

Let love roll down, roll down.  

 
So may it be, today and always.  
 
Amen.  
 
 
 
Footnotes: 
 
 

1. Political Polarization in the American Public, by the Pew Reseach Center, June 12, 2014.  
 

2. Far more Americans say there are strong conflicts between partisans than between 
other groups in society, by the Pew Reseach Center, December 19, 2017. 

 

3. 3 Lessons of Revolutionary Love in a Time of Rage, by Valarie Kaur, November 2017. 
 

4. The Third Reconstruction, by Rev. Dr. William Barber 
 

5. Thoreau and “Civil Disobedience,” by the Constitutional Rights Foundation 
 

6. “The King Philosophy,” by the King Center 
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