
Lisa’s Sermon 081119 – Follen Church 

Fighting Against Bias: Seeing the Forest through the Trees 

READING: 

 

We shall not cease from exploration,  

and the end of all our exploring,  

will be to arrive where we started,  

and know the place for the first time. 

             T.S. Eliot 

 

Have you ever made a snap judgment about someone and turned out to 

be dead wrong?  

When I first met my husband Bryan, I worried that he was a yuppie, a 

1980’s term for young upwardly mobile professionals. To me that meant 

someone who was materialistic, shallow and self-absorbed.  

Bryan was 45 minutes late on our 1st date (during prehistoric times before 

cell phones), drove a fancy car, owned his own town house and worked 

long hours managing a team upwards of 2 dozen people. He was 27.  

Thirty years later, I laugh at how inaccurate my snap judgments turned out 

to be. Bryan operates on what I describe as military time – the 3 choices 

include early, very early or very, very early – pick one. His tardiness (the 

result of a meeting that ran over) was a complete aberration. He bought 

an Audi because it was a discounted model on a fire sale and great 

bargains are something Bryan just can’t resist. He bought the town house 

as a way to build equity and had a roommate helping to defray the 

monthly mortgage payment. He managed a large team because the 

start-up he worked for was growing by leaps and bounds and nearly 
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everyone was in their 20’s. It turned out, Bryan could not have been less 

like a yuppie. He had simple material needs, was very thoughtful and a 

terrific listener and could not have been less pretentious. I found him to be 

all substance and a great match for what was important to me.  

BROADENING 

Have you ever filled in the story of someone’s life knowing only a few 

superficial facts – where they live, where they went to college, or what 

their political affiliation is? Can you think of a time when you passed 

judgement on someone and when new information came to light, you felt 

badly that you’d been so quick to judge?  

DEFINING BIAS 

Why do we fall prey to biases? And what is bias anyway? Let’s start first 

with a few definitions.  

Bias is a tendency to be in favor of - or against - a thing, group, or person.  

From a legal perspective, the definition of bias is further defined as a 

predisposition that prevents a person from impartially evaluating facts 

while the medical field adds a trend in the analysis or interpretation of 

data that can lead to conclusions that differ systematically from the truth.  

To my mind the key elements of these definitions are bias is 1) impulsive 2) 

subjective and 3) often wrong.    

Bias is highly linked to stereotypes. Blonds are dumb – no offense Bryan - 

and Italians are loud and gesticulate a lot – my maiden name is 

D’Annolfo and I can attest that some of that turns out to be true.  



3 

 

I’ve found a word that helps me to both clarify - and to discuss - 

stereotypes in my work as a diversity consultant, where precise language 

can be paramount. That word is archetype which simply means a typical 

example. A helfpul analogy is how dog breeds are evaluated at dog 

shows based on a very specific set of characteristics. For Shetland 

Sheepdogs, the beloved breed of dog with which we’ve shared our lives 

for 30 years, these characteristics include: 

• standing between 13 and 16 inches at the shoulder (no more, no 

less) 

• a head that is refined and is a long blunt wedge tapering slightly 

from ears to nose (whatever that means) and 

• an expression that is alert, gentle, intelligent and questioning, wary of 

strangers but never fearful (not too much to ask, huh?)  

I think of archetypes as analogous to ‘the breed standard’ and while they 

can be useful as a short-cut for communicating something, they’re by 

design oversimplified. Like archetypes, stereotypes are an 

oversimplification but the big problem with stereotypes is the assumption 

that every thing, animal, or individual in a particular group share exactly 

the same characteristics. Furthermore, stereotypes are fixed and 

unchanging. We make a determination about something and we stick 

with it.  

These labels reduce us to one or a few dimensions and fail to encompass 

the full variability that is humanity. They separate us and create 

exaggerated and false dichotomies. While the average man is statistically 
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taller than the average woman, I can assure you - as a tall woman - that 

there are many men who are shorter than I. And since when do one, two 

or even ten characteristics capture the breadth and complexity of a 

human being?  

A high school group in Portland, Maine called the Global Girls wrote a 

series of short poems titled JUST BECAUSE that illuminate why stereotypes 

are a problem – they’re limiting and just plain wrong! 

JUST BECAUSE 

Just because I am quiet, Doesn't mean I don't have a voice, Doesn't 

mean I don't see what you're doing, Doesn't mean I am naïve. I am 

strong. 

Just because I smile, Doesn't mean I am happy, Doesn't mean I don't 

cry, Doesn't mean I don't get sad. I am human. 

EXPLAINING BIAS AND THE BRAIN 

We know that bias causes profound suffering in our world but why do we 

so easily stereotype others based on such little information?  

It turns out our tendency to make assumptions about situations – or 

people - isn’t bias, it’s biology. It results from our ability as humans to 

hardwire learnings into long-term memory such that we can respond 

instantaneously to familiar experiences or cues. Think of what we teach 

our children - don’t get too close to a hot stove, don’t keep your foot on 

the brake when you’re in a skid, don’t talk to strangers – in person when 

they’re little and on-line as they grow older. While instinctive reactions 
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meant the difference between life and death for early humans, in 

modern times they can be highly problematic.  

The ping of our phones’ commands our immediate attention - as did the 

saber tooth tiger of old. But now, it’s a notification about a game or a sale 

at Macy’s. We’re hard-wired to have positive biases toward those like us – 

who historically represented safety and comfort – and negative biases 

toward those we perceive as different – who potentially represented 

danger.    

Bias is the brain’s instinctual strategy to simplify the world. A little data 

becomes a pattern that transforms into a stereotype. Conflicting data is 

ignored and the unique characteristics of an individual are 

overshadowed by a group label. 

 JUST BECAUSE  

Just because I am African-American, Doesn't mean I am poor, 

Doesn't mean I am uneducated, I am friendly and open to all. 

 

Just because I am a Muslim girl, Doesn't mean I am oppressed, 

Doesn't mean I am forced to do anything, Doesn't mean I am the 

daughter of a terrorist. I am liberated. 

 

HOW TO RESPOND/ WHAT TO DO ABOUT IT 

Even if bias has deep biological roots, we can’t just let it be and ignore it. 

The costs are far too high. An aspect of the UU faith that drew me in - and 

continues to resonate deeply - is our focus on action. We don’t just 

declare that we’re a welcoming community, we get politically involved to 
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ensure transgender men and women can use whichever bathroom they 

choose. We don’t just bemoan the corruption and poverty of our 

neighbors in New Orleans. we work to rebuild their homes and businesses. 

We don’t just condemn gun violence, we participate in the Mother’s Day 

for Peace Walk to focus on healing and support.  

A critical first step in transforming bias is accepting its universality and a 

huge obstacle to combatting bias is the heavy dose of judgment 

attached to it. As a diversity consultant, I see people feel a lot of 

trepidation talking about bias so they stay quiet, or alternatively work to 

convince others they’re not biased. In truth, every single person on the 

planet is biased – bias is biology. 

How much more progress could we make to reduce and eliminate bias if 

there was greater safety to discuss these hard topics and greater 

empathy for the struggles of others – even those whose values and beliefs 

feel foreign to us? This is hard stuff.  

 

Understanding we’re all biased, we must confront our own biases – which 

can be very difficult – and seek to learn more. This requires self- reflection, 

it requires noticing our assumptions and judgements, it requires 

experimentation and it often requires being vulnerable.  

It also requires being wrong.  
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CONFRONTING MY OWN BIASES  

I had to confront one of my own biases, head on, about 7 years ago.  

I found, in analyzing the family structures of male and female professionals 

in large global companies, a consistent gender pattern. While between 

half and 2/3rd’s of male professionals with children under 18 had a stay-at-

home spouse, less than 10% of women enjoyed this support. I assumed 

these men had it made, enjoying the luxury of focusing on their careers – 

in a way women could not - because their mates focused on caring for 

their children and lives outside of work. 

Then I attended a lunch-time meeting, at a prestigious law firm in New 

York City, where a group of associates were discussing work-life issues. A 

male attorney – the epitome of success in our capitalistic, gendered 

society - broke down. He described his unrelenting stress - trying to meet 

the firm’s intense demands - while simultaneously supporting his stay-at-

home wife who needed him home at a reasonable time, to allow her a 

break from the intensity of caring for their young children. Yet firm partners 

assumed he could work whenever needed and showed little 

understanding of his struggle. Furthermore, he felt isolated, perceiving no 

one would feel much compassion for his ‘privileged situation.’   

That incident brought my bias regarding men in traditional marriages/ 

partnerships into stark relief. I was stereotyping, making assumptions about 

all men with at-home wives & partners, and showing little compassion for 

the challenges these men face. 
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My understanding of the struggles that men experienced grew, especially 

after attending a conference on men and masculinity, with over 600 

participants from around the world, mostly men.   

THE MASK OF MASCULINITY 

In connecting with this community of men, I first learned about a critical 

piece of the gender equality puzzle that had been missing; in addition to 

the privileges they enjoy, men pay a high price in adhering to the 

masculinity code. What is the masculinity code? 

 

An organization in Amherst, Mass - that’s been working with men for over 

40 years - tells the story: A baby boy - like all babies – has one primary goal 

– to reach for connection. As a little boy, he falls and seeks comfort. He is 

told: “Be a man. Shut up and stop whining.” This makes him confused, 

scared and ashamed. As he gets older, he notices boys and men who 

SEEM invulnerable, unable to be hurt, and in control of their lives. They’re 

respected and their power comes from something called masculinity 

which teaches this boy important lessons. 

• To hide fear and be stoic about pain. 

• To pretend he doesn’t need connection.      

• To find power in domination and control and to show no shame. 

Through time this boy’s sense of self becomes rooted in disconnection -- 

from both his internal experiences and from authentic intimate 

connection with others. Masculinity teaches him to hide behind a mask.  
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Last week has provided yet another window, a highly personal one, in my 

understanding this mask of masculinity. My older brother passed away two 

days after Christmas last year - at the age of 60 - from an overdose of 

drugs and alcohol that was not intentional. Nearly a decade ago, he 

came to our house for Thanksgiving and made demeaning comments 

about homosexual men. I responded,  

“with all the judgment we’ve experienced in our lives (primarily from 

our father who bathed in a toxic masculinity stew), why do you want 

to put that kind of energy into the world? why do you care who 

someone loves?  

He never spoke to me again, despite efforts on my part - and others - to 

connect. Last Sunday, we joined his closest friends who buried his ashes at 

a remote lakeside cabin in New Hampshire that he loved. His best friend, 

a lovely caring man who supported my brother in so many ways, also 

referred to him as homo (a term of endearment they shared), and is an 

enthusiastic gun owner who doesn’t want to see changes in the gun laws.  

As I started to make a case for gun legislation, I stopped myself, 

thinking this isn’t the time or place for this conversation. I also 

remembered some powerful wisdom –  

you don’t talk people - but listen people - into changing. 
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CALL TO ACTION  

As UUs, we state that compassion, and accepting one another, are 

guiding principles of our faith. I challenge you to contemplate where your 

biases might be blinding you to the struggles of others, where you might 

not know the full story. I challenge you to listen more, to judge less, and to 

see what you find out.  

I challenge myself to think about the shooters in El Paso and Dayton and 

wonder, what have their lives been like for them to feel so angry, so 

disconnected, so desperate to hurt others?  

Blessed Be. May It Be So. 

 


