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The Courage to Resist Cynicism 

 - a sermon compiled and presented by Dawn Daniels, UUFCM Minister 

Sunday, October 8, 2017 

 

What does it mean to be a people of courage? This is the organizing question for our worship 

services – as well as our religious education program - during the month of October, so every week 

we will be examining, exploring, wrestling with a different aspect of this question. And while we can’t 

possibly be exhaustive in our exploration of the question and all the varying aspects of courage, I 

have great hope that we can together deepen our understanding and expand our response both as 

individuals and as a community of faith.  

 

Last week we talked about the root meaning of the word courage, how it derives from the Latin word 

for heart, and how it rather paradoxically – or at least contrary to much of our cultural conceptions of 

courage being most akin to fearlessness – how courage really arises from our vulnerabilities, from our 

willingness to be vulnerable in the face of our fears. To be brave, to be courageous is acting in spite 

of our fears, in full awareness of them - not in denial of them.  

 

Just one week removed from that introduction to our theme of courage, it would likely be an 

understatement to say we have all experienced more than it seems we can bear, a week that has 

brought many moments of despair and grief, and a deepening awareness of the dangerous times we 

live in. From the maelstrom of horrors that is our current national leadership to continued efforts to 

rollback hard-won protections for the most vulnerable among us to yet another mass shooting 

resulting in tremendous loss of life and injury…to yet another hurricane…I could go on. Then add to 

this the sudden loss of one of our own this week – I can’t speak for all of you, but I will acknowledge 

many moments of feeling laid open and raw…my vulnerability on display, fighting to withstand the 

threat of despair. Maurice Sendak once wrote that “A screaming song is good to know in case you 

need to scream.” I don’t know about you, but this was a week that often left me searching for just 

such a song.  

 

I didn’t realize when I chose several weeks ago to focus on the courage to resist cynicism this 

Sunday, just how timely it would seem, just how much we might need reminding of the dangers of 

cynicism.  
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Maria Popova, the creator, curator, writer extraordinaire of BrainPickings.org writes in a piece titled 

“Fighting the Cowardice of Cynicism” that “cynicism has become a cultural currency as deadly as 

blood diamonds, as vacant of integrity and long-term payoff as Enron.” Popova has written and 

spoken extensively about what she terms the “perilous laziness of cynicism and the ever-swelling 

urgency of not only resisting it but actively fighting it — a defiance… to be considered an essential 

countercultural act of courage…Today, as our social and political realities swirl into barely bearable 

maelstroms of complexity, making a retreat into self-protective cynicism increasingly tempting, such 

courage is all the harder and all the more heroic. 

 

Popova goes on to quote author Caitlin Moran who warns:  

When cynicism becomes the default language, playfulness and invention become impossible. 

Cynicism scours through a culture like bleach, wiping out millions of small, seedling ideas. 

Cynicism means your automatic answer becomes “No.” Cynicism means you presume 

everything will end in disappointment. 

 

And this is, ultimately, why anyone becomes cynical. Because they are scared of 

disappointment. Because they are scared someone will take advantage of them. Because 

they are fearful their innocence will be used against them — that when they run around 

gleefully trying to cram the whole world in their mouth, someone will try to poison them. 

 

In a sentiment that calls to mind Descartes’s abiding ideas about the relationship between fear and 

hope, Moran writes: 

 

Cynicism is, ultimately, fear. Cynicism makes contact with your skin, and a thick black 

carapace begins to grow — like insect armor. This armor will protect your heart, from 

disappointment — but it leaves you almost unable to walk. You cannot dance in this 

armor. Cynicism keeps you pinned to the spot, in the same posture, forever.  

 

In another exposition on cynicism, Maria Popova writes:  

 

“Don’t just resist cynicism — fight it actively. Fight it in yourself, for this ungainly beast lays 

dormant in each of us, and counter it in those you love and engage with, by modeling its 

opposite. Cynicism often masquerades as nobler faculties and dispositions, but is categorically 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/05/16/annenberg-commencement/
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inferior. Unlike that great Rilkean life-expanding doubt, it is a contracting force. Unlike 

critical thinking, that pillar of reason and necessary counterpart to hope, it is inherently 

uncreative, unconstructive, and spiritually corrosive. Life, like the universe itself, tolerates no 

stasis — in the absence of growth, decay usurps the order. Like all forms of destruction, 

cynicism is infinitely easier and lazier than construction. There is nothing more difficult yet 

more gratifying in our society than living with sincerity and acting from a place of large-hearted, 

constructive, rational faith in the human spirit, continually bending toward growth and 

betterment. This remains the most potent antidote to cynicism…it is an act of courage and 

resistance.” 

[…] 

Today, the soul is in dire need of stewardship and protection from cynicism. The best defense 

against it is vigorous, intelligent, sincere hope — not blind optimism, because that too is a 

form of resignation, to believe that everything will work out just fine and we need not apply 

ourselves. I mean hope bolstered by critical thinking that is clear-headed in identifying what is 

lacking, in ourselves or the world, but then envisions ways to create it and endeavors to 

do that… 

 

Along these same lines, author of the book Hope in the Dark, Rebecca Solnit reminds us that:  

 

“It’s important to say what hope is not: it is not the belief that everything was, is, or will be fine. 

The evidence is all around us of tremendous suffering and tremendous destruction. The hope 

I’m interested in is about broad perspectives with specific possibilities, ones that invite or 

demand that we act. It’s also not a sunny everything-is-getting-better narrative, though it may 

be a counter to the everything-is-getting-worse narrative. You could call it an account of 

complexities and uncertainties, with openings.” 

 

So the nutshell message this morning, dear ones, is that the antidote to encroaching cynicism, our 

main line of resistance is to be found in the courage to hope.  

  

In its passivity and resignation, cynicism is a hardening, a calcification of the soul. Hope is a 

stretching of its ligaments, a limber reach for something greater. 

 

May it ever be so. Blessed be and Amen. 


