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October 14, 2018 

Claire Feingold Thoryn 

Worship Theme: Touchstones 

 

Reflection: Throwing Stones 

 

Last spring, Vivian and I received a letter from Delia, a member 

of the children’s choir. You’ll get to hear her letter soon. Her 

letter reminded me of a story that my dear friend and colleague 

Rev. Robin Bartlett has told; here it is, mostly with her own 

words. 

 

Almost 25 years ago, in 1994 Robin was a high school senior in 

Concord, New Hampshire. And throughout her teenage years 

she had, as she puts it, come to embrace the F-word. That’s 

right, Feminist.  

 

[She] even had a bumper sticker that said  

“I’ll be post feminist in the post patriarchy.”  

[She] didn’t even have a car,  

but [she] still had that bumper sticker. 

 

Feminism wasn’t her only true love. She also loved musical 

theater. Robin says,  

 

These two interests were sometimes at odds….  
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Rodgers and Hammerstein were certainly not in the 

business of writing feminist manifestos set to music.   

 

In the winter of [Robin’s] senior year, the High School 

chorus waited with baited breath for [their] music teacher 

to announce [what he had chosen as] the school musical. 

[He chose] “Li’l Abner,” the [Tony-Award winning 

musical] based on the Al Capp comic strip.  

He showed the movie in chorus class. […] 

 

As [Robin] watched the film, her excitement about auditions 

quickly turned to increasing discomfort around the dialogue by 

and about the female characters. She shared her concerns that 

the movie was “offensively sexist” with her chorus friends. 

 

She had plenty of examples to use: 

The main character, Daisy Mae,  

heard such comments from male characters as,  

“How is your sweet and well-proportioned little self?”  

and sang, “My aim in life is to be a good wife.”  

Men treated women as objects throughout. 

 

Her friends agreed with her.  

They watched the movie again at home,  

in the hopes they’d form a different opinion—but instead,  

they became more sure they could not play these roles  
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“as a matter of principle.”  

 

At that point, they were not too worried.  

They felt very close with their music teacher after three years of 

high school and they decided they would share their feelings 

with him. 

They would say why they felt so uncomfortable, and he would 

change his selection. No problem, right? 

 

They met with the teacher. 

 

Rather than hear [their] concerns and change his mind as 

[they] thought he would,  

he became very angry  

with [Robin and her friends] for doubting his choice,  

and worse,  

for implicitly accusing him of sexism.   

 

Rather than change the selection of the school musical,  

he chose instead to cancel the musical altogether,  

and announced to the entire chorus (and later to the school) 

why he made that decision— 

that a group of students had complained that the play he 

had chosen was too sexist.   

 

Everyone knew [Robin] was the ring leader. 
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[Her] peers looking forward to the auditions were furious 

and unforgiving.   

 

The word around school was:  

 

“Robin Bartlett got the musical cancelled.”  

 

[Robin] felt betrayed by [her] teacher. 

All but one of [her] friends backed down their vocal 

support.  

 

The local paper and the Associated Press picked up the 

story.  

 

She was 17. She thought the newspaper articles would praise for 

standing up for what is right. 

 

But this was in 1994 New Hampshire,  

during the height of political correctness backlash.  

[Her] music teacher told the papers that he canceled the 

musical because [Robin and her friends]  

didn’t “understand satire”  

and called Li’l Abner a piece of Americana like 

Huckleberry Finn and Tom Sawyer.  

[Robin] was skewered in letters to the editor for weeks… 
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There were even political cartoons in the Manchester Union 

Leader mocking [her].  

 

In one newspaper opinion piece called “Li’l 

Comprehension,” Jim Finnegan wrote:  

“One would like to believe that these students, who take 

offense at such cartoon characters as Li’l Abner, Daisy 

Mae, Earthquake Muldoon, Moonbeam McSwine and 

Mammy and Pappy Yokum, will mature  

to the point where they will develop,  

if not a sense of humor about themselves,  

at least a sense of the satirical.  

One would like to believe that, in time, that will happen. 

Otherwise, and this would be a terrible tragedy,  

they could face as adults  

a dull, humorless, chip-on-the-shoulder existence.”   

 

Robin and her friends tried to explain they understood the 

musical was satirical, but that didn’t mean it was not sexist, too. 

But no one seemed to care about that.1  

 

In Robin’s words, at that time, she wondered to herself: 

 

Was it true that I didn’t have a sense of humor?  

                                                      
1 https://apnews.com/cbf7bbc6a4762609511f0aed3ae0e0a8 
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Did having convictions mean that I would really face a 

dull, chip-on-my-shoulder existence as an adult?  

I began to seriously doubt my decision to speak up and I 

questioned whether any of this was such a big deal after all. 

Maybe I was just a misguided, annoyingly politically 

correct, humorless teenager.  

I really didn’t want to be any of those things.  

I felt entirely ambivalent about the whole thing.  

Winning the New Hampshire young feminist of the year 

award was no consolation. 

 

Robin admits, even now, she looks back on the adults and peers 

in that mocking crowd and still feels shame.  

 

She does have words of encouragement for her 17 year old self 

that hold true for her current self, and us too, 25 years later: 

 

Don’t be timid; and don’t listen to the praising voices of the 

crowd, nor the hazing voices of the crowd;  

the cheers or the jeers. … 

What matters is that you are living brave—standing up  

for God’s people in the ways in which you feel led.  

 

Maybe you have a time when you stood up for something 

unpopular. When you found yourself stunned by the backlash 
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against your innocently held position. When you told your truth 

and the crowd tore you down.  

 

Maybe there was a time when it was your friend,  

and you had to choose where to stand.  

I think it would be hard to find anyone who could look back at 

their life and not find a time when we stood as part of a mocking 

crowd, satisfied in our opinions, righteous in our beliefs.  

Social media alone gives us a daily opportunity.  

I confess there are times when I have valued being right over 

being in relationship.  

I wonder how many of us have silently stood with the mocking 

crowd in self-preservation, afraid the crowd will turn on us if we 

say the wrong thing.  

 

Our Unitarian Universalist faith offers us seven principles—

touchstones—to guide our moral choices.  

The blessing of being alive is that each day,  

we are given a new opportunity to reconsider our values,  

and how we can be true to them.  

Being here, we affirm:  

we value the inherent worth and dignity of all people;  

we value justice, equity and compassion in our relationships.  

I really, truly, believe that we can have fun and joy and humor—

and live according to our values too.  
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I don’t believe in political correctness, but I do believe in 

treating all people with dignity and respect.  

I think we can have conversations about what matters to us, with 

our touchstone seven principles as our guides,  

in ways that are more skillful and more compassionate than 

Robin’s teacher 25 years ago.  

 

May we all find that place where laughter and conviction 

joyfully coexist.  

May we listen to each other with compassion.  

May we live brave and bold.   

Amen. 

 


