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Sharing Sadness 
Delivered to Olympic UU Fellowship on February 27, 2022 by Joseph Bednarik 

 

At the beginning of our service, in the morning light of a new day, we sang the lyrics of the Sufi poet and mystic 

Rumi, who wrote:  

 

 ours is no caravan of despair 

 come yet again come. 

 

And then—in this complicated world that is roiling with the ancient issues of  

war and disease—we entered a moment of silence.   

 

We sang together; we were silent together. 

 

Those two moments of togetherness—singing a poem and breathing into silence brought forth for me two lines by 

the poet Thomas McGrath: 

 

 Despair so easy.  

 Hope so hard to bear. 

 

Let’s take it as true that our singing voices, proclaiming “ours is no caravan of despair / come yet again come” is 

how we help each other with anything that is hard to bear. 

 

Let’s take it as true that our silence, proclaiming the miracle of breath, is how we help each other with anything 

that is hard to bear. 

 

Let’s take it as true that our caravan, this morning, is a strong and hope-filled blessing. 

This morning’s sermon, entitled “Sharing Sadness,” likely won’t conclude with a simple or elegant solution or an 

obvious set of to-dos, as we’re dealing with a swirl of complexities, including but not limited to emotions and 

world views and family dynamics and shades of meaning.  

 

To bring some sense of clarity and order and control to the topic, we launch with a straightforward four-question 

survey. And like many surveys in our modern era—to encourage honesty and participation—please know there 

are no wrong answers. You get to choose between two options, with this statement as the introduction:  “What is 

more important for a child to have…” 

 

Here are the four options: 

➢ Independence or respect for elders 

➢ Obedience or self-reliance 

➢ Curiosity or good manners 

➢ Being considerate or being well behaved 

 

We’ll talk more about this later… 

 

Two decades ago I was browsing in a bookstore and encountered a book whose title caused me to stare in 

bewildered silence. The bold title in banner-headline type read: Everything You Know Is Wrong. 

 

The book was no joke. It was large-format and thick, which implied two things:  One, there’s a lot to know and 

two, everything I know is wrong. 

 

Let that idea settle for moment:  Everything You Know Is Wrong. 

 

Do you pick up that book and begin reading, provoked and curious, or do you walk on by incredulous, chanting 

axioms:  

 



2 
 

➢ The sun rises in the east 

➢ Parallel lines never meet 

➢ Nothing can both be and not be at the same time and in the same respect 

 

➢ The sun rises in the east 

➢ Parallel lines never meet 

➢ Nothing can both be and not be at the same time and in the same respect 

 

Everybody now! 

 

➢ The sun rises in the east 

➢ Parallel lines never meet 

➢ Nothing can both be and not be at the same time and in the same respect 

 

The assertion that “everything you know is wrong” is simultaneously humbling and challenging,  

and brings to mind the “doublethink” from George Orwell’s prescient novel 1984: 

 

➢ War is peace 

➢ Freedom is slavery 

➢ Ignorance is strength. 

 

And let’s add to Orwell’s list the hyper-modern and startling phrase “alternative facts,” which was an explanation 

given by a fierce and former Presidential advisor to defend demonstrable lies  

being asserted at an official press conference.   To which an aghast journalist responded: “Look, alternative facts 

are not facts. They’re falsehoods.” 

 

I like how his statement began with the word “look.”  Yes, we can look… but what do we see? 

 

And with that ominous preface, let me boldly predict that the following story is replicated twenty or thirty or 

forty-fold throughout the sanctuary, and here’s the story:  I have at least one beloved family member—close in—

who could be a brother or sister, mother or father, uncle or aunt, grandmother or grandfather, or first cousin who 

fancies themselves a free-thinking lover of liberty who calls out liberals and their holier-than-thou positions on 

social justice and is incensed by the calls for “equity” rather than the “equality” that they hold is permanently and 

gloriously enshrined as a result of the laws inspired by the Civil Rights movement. 

 

If this person did a DNA test, and my DNA were anonymously posted online on some genetic database, we would 

be definitively linked as close relatives. We are from the same dewdrop on the same bud on the same twig on the 

same branch of the massive and sprawling human tree. 

 

We love each other. We exchange holiday gifts. This person held my twin daughters when they were just hours 

old. I have traveled thousands of miles to visit them. And if asked, based on recent writings and rantings and links 

shared with me and other family members, I would describe this person as a racist who prides themselves in 

tweaking conversations—public and private—and from my perspective is decidedly not helping the various strife 

roiling through American society. 

 

This person takes particular relish in posting comments on news sites in response to articles. 

 

If I weren’t related to this person and met them at a coffee shop and we got to talking and some of their views on 

race leaked out, I would likely not exchange contact information and leave the encounter relieved to be gone of 

this person and their views. 

 

A quick show of hands if you have a relative who fits this description…. I can see that many of us—if not most of 

us—are familiar. Interesting word “familiar.” Sounds a lot like “family.” 
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And let us all recognize that our close-in family member who we consider a racist is—at this very moment—

bemoaning the fact that one of their loved ones is a liberal group-think zombie who welcomes big government 

picking their pocket with increased taxes and wants every white person at every turn to feel deep guilt and shame 

about the institution of slavery and systemic racism, who wants to defund the police, who started at pulling down 

statues of Confederate leaders and won’t stop until statues of Washington and Jefferson are pulled down as well, 

and who also re-frames the criminals called “looters” as crusaders for economic justice. 

 

Look, we have our work cut out for us.  

 

In one communication with this family member, I shared a link to the UUA website, specifically the seven 

principles of Unitarian Universalism. I thought this would ground us in a common language and they could 

appreciate the religious community to which I belong, with its shining principles that include 

 

➢ The inherent worth and dignity of every person. 

➢ The free and responsible search for truth and meaning.  

 

They were having none of it, and here is their reply, which included a link to an article from the UUA website 

entitled “We Must Resist Fascist Federal Attacks on our Cities” and that article was illustrated by photographs of 

Unitarian Universalists participating in a protest march in Portland, Oregon. Here are the words from my blood 

relative, and I quote: 

 

“I decided to look into UU to learn some.  And, just...wow. It appears you guys are basically standing side-by-side 

with antifa.  Can this be true? Please say it’s not.  Antifa, the group that is turning Portland into a place where 

businesses will likely never re-open?  The group that “smashes capitalism” by smashing windows and ATMs?  

The city where a (black) restaurant owner had his windows shot out because he has photos of first responders on 

his wall?  Where graffiti is scrawled on the plinths of empty statues calling for the killing of journalist Andy Ngo?  

Where a church that serves the homeless had its windows smashed out?  Where the governor has now—finally 

(post-election)—called out the National Guard to help restore order?   A city where a federal building has been 

under attack for months with arson, etc., and where police and federal marshals have been endlessly assaulted???” 

 

Question mark, question mark, question mark. The email continues: “The linked UU article cheers for defunding 

the police.  Yeah, that’s a really bad idea.” 

 

And then they provide a list of a half-a-dozen links describing, from a conservative perspective, the protests and 

violence in Portland during 2020. And my relative closes out their email:  

 “No, but seriously...Mixing spirituality, calls for justice and resistance to [the President’s] quote-unquote 

‘fascism’ seems like a really toxic brew for the UU.” 

 

And then signs off the communique with: “Just an opinion.” 

 

And my response, to the person I love: “The article that you link to shows the deep commitment to social justice 

issues within UU, from LGBTQ rights to Black Lives Matter to environmental causes to economic justice.  

Generally speaking, UUs are also deeply committed to nonviolence and working within the systems that exist to 

create change that is fair and equitable... while also marching in the streets when need be. I don’t believe any UU 

leader would advocate for or agree with smashing windows or ATMs, though my guess is that all would preach in 

support of making the world a more just place. Could someone from a decentralized group called “antifa” sit 

within a UU sanctuary, listen to a sermon about a social justice issue, and nod their head in agreement? Quite 

likely.  As you explore the UUA website, you will no doubt discover that there is a big effort right now within the 

denomination to confront white supremacy as it exists within Unitarian Universalism, and that is creating a lot of 

dialogue and deep thinking, which is not always comfortable, neat, or tidy. The report is called ‘Widening the 

Circle of Concern.’” 

 

Truth be told, it was tedious to write that email—yet another volley in the “Us vs. Them” email-with-links tennis 

match that I fear will be long and exhausting, and it is cold comfort to remember that the starting score in any 

tennis match is love-love. 
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My guess is that some version of this tennis match has played out in families and friend groups in this 

congregation, and thus I bring forward, once again, the question that launched this morning’s talk: “What is more 

important for a child to have…” 

 

➢ Independence or respect for elders 

➢ Obedience or self-reliance 

➢ Curiosity or good manners 

➢ Being considerate or being well behaved 

 

This quiz is from a book entitled Prius or Pickup? with the long subtitle How the Answers to Four Simple 

Questions Explain America’s Great Divide by political scientists Marc Hetherington and Jonathan Weiler. 

 

As explained from the website Inside Higher Ed, quote “how you answer these questions will better explain your 

political affiliation than how you think about the government’s role in healthcare or the economy. Voting is not 

driven by a rational cost/benefit analysis of the issues…  Rather, we vote on the basis of our worldviews. 

 

Some of us have a more fixed mindset, where our primary concerns revolve around stability, security, 

predictability, and definite standards. 

 

Others of us have a more fluid worldview, where we prioritize progress and are willing to navigate complexity 

and embrace nuance.” 

 

Repeat:  “We vote on the basis of our worldviews.” 

 

Full disclosure:  I own a Prius.  

 

And I wanted to move beyond this family tennis match, so recently wrote another email  

with the subject line “Genuine request for some introspection” and wrote: 

 

“My most common reaction after reading one of your essays is one of deep sadness. I am rarely (if ever) 

convinced of whatever point you are trying to prove, nor do I side with you about 

whatever topic you are railing against, and I come away, time and again, with the question:  Why are you so 

energized and enraged about race? So I ask a genuine question:  What is the source of your motivation and anger 

about race?  What is your story? What is the source—for you personally—for all the 

rage/disgust/lamentation/fury that you express in your mini-essays?” 

 

Upon re-reading this, I realize it was an inelegant and loaded attempt to move beyond the brain  

and hopefully get at some emotional motivation. The response—predictably—called for more arguments and 

lobbed sadness back on my side of the court by professing that they held deep sadness over my views. Now both 

parties are sad and, frankly, stuck. 

 

 Ours is no caravan of despair 

 Come yet again come… 

 

I walk once a week with a friend, and we talk about pretty much anything.  I told him about this incident, and he 

chided me about playing the sadness card.  

 

“Look,” he said. “Sadness, as you used it, is a judgement, not an honest expression of emotion.  

Are you asking that your relative change their views—or how they express them—to make you happy? Or at least 

less sad? Is your sadness their responsibility?” 

  

I could see his point. It’s good to have friends like this.  

 

To close, my four answers to the quiz. I raised my twins to be: 



5 
 

➢ independent 

➢ self-reliant 

➢ curious  

➢ and considerate  

One daughter recently bought a used Prius.  

 

Both daughters of course share this relative, and our future Thanksgiving dinners are destined to be complex 

affairs—complete with saying grace, sharing a moment of silence, marveling at the joyful abundance, and, along 

with lively conversations an ancient familiar sadness.  

 

When it’s time to leave, the Prius won’t start and pickup driver says, “Let me get my jumper cables and get you 

up and running.” This is what family does for each other. 

 

Amen 
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