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Toward Healing the Heart of Democracy 
 
- a sermon reflection compiled and presented by Dawn Daniels, UUFCM Minister. 
Sunday, October 30, 2016 
 
 

Reading 
Finally – some good news!  
The Borowitz Report—In an unexpected televised address on Saturday, Queen Elizabeth II offered to 
restore British rule over the United States of America. 
 
Addressing the American people from her office in Buckingham Palace, the Queen said that she was 
making the offer “in recognition of the desperate situation you now find yourselves in.” 
 
“This two-hundred-and-forty-year experiment in self-rule began with the best of intentions, but I think 
we can all agree that it didn’t end well,” she said. 
 
The Queen urged Americans to write in her name on Election Day, after which the transition to British 
rule could begin “with a minimum of bother.” 
 
Elizabeth acknowledged that, in the wake of Brexit, Americans might justifiably be alarmed about 
being governed by the British parliamentary system, but she reassured them, “Parliament would 
play no role in this deal. This would be an old-school monarchy. Just me, and then, assuming you’d 
rather not have Charles, we could go straight to William and those children of his who have 
mesmerized you so.” 
 
Using the closing moments of her speech to tout her credentials, the Queen made it clear that she 
has never used e-mail and has only had sex with one person “very occasionally.” 
 
 
Sermon Reflection 
 
Yes – laughter is a necessary medicine in these times. As I will be at a conference in Richmond, IN 
next Sunday, I wanted to spend some time with you addressing at least some aspect of our current 
overwhelming political climate as we come to the end of this election cycle. And the aspect of these 
times that keeps rising to the surface – for me, and for perhaps many of us - is that of heartbreak.  
 
“When things we care about fall apart, heartbreak happens…but as poet Theodore Roethke reminds 
us, “In a dark time, the eye begins to see.” 
 
Quaker teacher and author, Parker Palmer, in his 2011 book, Healing the Heart of Democracy: The 
Courage to Create a Politics Worthy of the Human Spirit, characterizes the politics of our time as the 
‘politics of the brokenhearted.’” If this was true in 2011, it is a heightened truth in 2016. It is Palmer’s 
assertion that despite our sharp disagreements on the nature of the American dream, many of us on 
the left, on the right, and in the center have at least this much in common: a shared experience of 
heartbreak about the condition of our culture, our society, our body politic. And it is that shared 
heartbreak that can build a footbridge of mutual understanding on which we can walk toward each 
other. 
 

http://www.newyorker.com/humor/borowitz-report/queen-offers-to-restore-british-rule-over-united-states?mbid=nl_102916%20Borowitz%20Newsletter%20(1)&CNDID=38997512&spMailingID=9782894&spUserID=MTMzMTg0NTUzNDk4S0&spJobID=1022341033&spReportId=MTAyMjM0MTAzMwS2
https://www.amazon.com/Healing-Heart-Democracy-Courage-Politics/dp/1118907507/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1478092289&sr=1-1&keywords=healing+the+heart+of+democracy+by+parker+palmer
https://www.amazon.com/Healing-Heart-Democracy-Courage-Politics/dp/1118907507/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1478092289&sr=1-1&keywords=healing+the+heart+of+democracy+by+parker+palmer
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As I’ve struggled this election season with my own vacillations between frustration, anger and 
despair, I reached for Palmer’s book, one that I’ve owned for some time but have only skimmed 
through…until now. I now believe this book should be required reading for all American citizens, but 
particularly for those of us in religious community struggling to articulate our way forward amidst so 
much division.  
 

In this book, the word “heart” reclaims its original meaning. “Heart” comes from the Latin 
cor and points not merely to our emotions but to the core of the self, that center place 
where all of our ways of knowing converge – intellectual, emotional, sensory, intuitive, 
imaginative, experiential, relational, and bodily, among others. The heart is where we 
integrate what we know in our minds with what we know in our bones, the place 
where our knowledge can become more fully human. Cor is also the Latin root from 
which we get the word courage. When all that we understand of self and world comes 
together in the center place called the heart, we are more likely to find the courage to 
act humanely on what we know.  

 
[…] 

 
In an opening section titled “Fear, Suffering, Hope” Palmer writes:  
  

Heart…is a word that reaches far beyond our feelings. It points to a larger way of 
knowing – of receiving and reflecting on our experience – that goes deeper than the 
mind alone can take us. The heart is where we integrate the intellect with the rest of our 
faculties, such as emotion, imagination, and intuition. It is where we learn how to “think 
the world together,” not apart, and find the courage to act on what we know. 
 
If you hold your knowledge of self and world wholeheartedly, your heart at times will get 
broken by loss, failure, defeat, betrayal, or death. What happens next in you and the 
world around you depends on how your heart breaks. If it breaks apart into a thousand 
pieces, the result may be anger, depression, and disengagement. If it breaks open into 
greater capacity to hold complexities and contradictions of human experience, the result 
may be new life. The heart is what makes us human – and politics, which is the use of 
power to order our life together, is a profoundly human enterprise. Politics in the hands 
of those whose hearts have been broken open, not apart, helps us hold our differences 
creatively and use our power courageously for the sake of a more equitable, just, and 
compassionate world. 
 
Despite my faith in what Lincoln, in his first inaugural, called the “better angels of our 
nature” – the beneficent powers that are released when our hearts break open – there 
are days when my hope for democracy’s future wanes. Bill Moyers names some of the 
reasons why in his lament over the current state of our political system: 
 

Democracy in America is a series of narrow escapes, and we may be running out 
of luck. The reigning presumption about the American experience…is grounded 
in the idea of progress, the conviction that the present is “better” than the past 
and the future will bring even more improvements. For all of its shortcomings, we 
keep telling ourselves, “The system works.” 
 
Now all bets are off. We have fallen under the spell of money, faction, and fear, 
and the great American experience in creating a different future together has 
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been subjugated to individual cunning in the pursuit of wealth and power – and to 
the claims of empire with its ravenous demands and stuporous distractions. A 
sense of political impotence pervades the country – a mass resignation defined 
by [the historian Lawrence] Goodwyn as “believing in the dogma of ‘democracy’ 
on a superficial public level but not believing it privately.” …Hope no longer 
seems the operative dynamic of America, and without hope we lose the talent 
and drive to cooperate in the shaping of our destiny. 

 
Moyer’s assessment is grim. And yet it is rich with the kind of truth-telling required if we 
are to regain hope and “cooperate in the shaping of our destiny” – democracy’s destiny. 
And the truth is that Americans are suffering. We suffer from a widespread loss of jobs, 
homes, savings, and citizen confidence in our economic and political systems. We 
suffer from a fear of terrorism and the paranoia it produces. We suffer from a 
fragmentation of community that leaves us isolated from one another. We suffer, 
ironically, from our indifference to those among us who suffer. And we suffer as well 
from a hopeless sense that our personal and collective destinies are no longer in our 
hands. 
 
What shall we do with our suffering? That is one of the most fateful questions human 
beings must wrestle with. Sometimes suffering rises into anger that leads to murder or 
war; at other times it descends into despair that leads to quick or slow self-destruction. 
Violence is what we get when we do not know what else to do with our suffering.  
 
But when the human heart is open and allowed to work its alchemy, suffering can 
generate vitality instead of violence. This is a principle that Abraham Lincoln understood 
from the inside out. As Joshua Shenk comments: 
 

From his early letters lamenting the “peculiar misfortune” of his temperament, to 
poetry he wrote on subjects such as suicide and madness, Lincoln’s life sprang 
from a search for meaning that explained, and even ennobled, his affliction. As 
president, Lincoln urged his countrymen to accept their blessing and their 
burden, to see that their suffering had meaning, and to join him on a journey 
toward a more perfect Union. (Shenk, Lincoln’s Melancholy, pg. 8) 

 
In my personal life, I have learned what millions have learned from crushing losses and 
defeats: such experiences, rightly held, can make us more compassionate and 
receptive, deepening our engagement with others and opening us to new life. The 
powers of the heart that transform personal anguish can also transform the way we do 
politics. The suffering that undermines democracy by driving us into foxholes and 
fragmenting the civic community has the potential to open us to each other, to hope, 
and to the hard work required to sustain the American experiment.  

 
[As example - shared the story of John Woolman, 18th century Quaker whose heart was broken open 
by the contradiction held in his own faith of human equality and the practice of slavery among many 
Quakers of the time. Woolman spent twenty years of his life leaning into his heartbreak, holding the 
tension of this contradiction as he worked to end the practice of slavery among Quakers. As a result 
of his work and sustained commitment, Quakers became the first religious community in America to 
free their slaves – eighty years before the start of the Civil War.] 
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“The impulses that make democracy possible – and those that threaten it – originate in the heart, with 
its complex mix of heedless self-interest and yearning for community…Democracy depends on 
ordinary Americans like John Woolman, energized rather than defeated by whatever breaks their 
hearts, taking step after small step in local settings to contribute to the commonweal. As Howard Zinn 
wrote: 

The essential ingredients of [all] struggles for justice are human beings who, if only for a 
moment, if only while beset with fears, step out of line and do something, however 
small. And even the smallest, most unheroic of acts add to the store of kindling that may 
be ignited by some surprising circumstance into tumultuous change.” 
 

 
May these words bring a degree of understanding and hope in the days to come. 
 
Shalom and Salaam, Blessed be and Amen. 
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