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I wish that we didn’t have reason to gather on this August evening.   

 

I wish that we could all go home and relax and chill. 

 

I wish that the America I love so dearly -- an America that has represented freedom 

and dignity for so many people coming from so many places and believing in so 

many different faith traditions; … 

 

I wish that the America I cherish, a pluralistic America that has extended the ideal 

of equality which is fundamental to our identity, built into our Declaration of 

Independence, to groups that, earlier in our history were denied that privilege: 

people of color, Jews, Catholics, people of non-normative sexual orientations or 

gender identities;  

 

I wish that America wasn’t suffering the way it’s suffering right now. 

 

What we are seeing happening before our very eyes is the disintegration of the 

civil society, of which we have every reason to be proud, that has been 

painstakingly built up over decades in this country.   

 

Identity politics -- a politics based on ethnicity or race or national origin --  is 

gaining ascendancy over a politics based on values and principles. 

 

And that is a problem.  For it threatens to pull us apart. 

 

When we begin to objectify people who are different from ourselves; when we 

begin to blame them for various ways that we may be hurting; ... then we are no 
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longer loving our neighbors as ourselves; we are hating them for being different 

from ourselves.  

 

Now we might imagine that if we happen not to be African-American, or Jewish, 

or of Mexican origin, that we can relax. After all, nothing bad going to happen to 

us.   

 

But that’s an illusion.  And the best way to illustrate that is with a famous poem by 

Martin Niemoller, which I’d like to share with you at this time. 

 

Martin Niemoller (1892 - 1984) was a prominent German Protestant pastor who 

was an outspoken foe of the Nazis. He spent seven years in Nazi concentration 

camps.  Here is one version of his famous poem (as presented in Wikipedia): 

 

First they came for the Socialists, and I did not speak out— 

Because I was not a Socialist. 

Then they came for the Trade Unionists, and I did not speak out—  

Because I was not a Trade Unionist. 

Then they came for the Jews, and I did not speak out—  

Because I was not a Jew. 

Then they came for me—and there was no one left to speak for me. 

The message is clear:  Silence is akin to ascent.  If we disagree with white 

supremacy or with Neo-Nazism or with the racism of the Ku Klux Klan, it is 
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obligatory on us to speak up. To say what we believe. To stand up and be counted. 

Many of us content ourselves with expressions of disappointment that we aren’t 

hearing enough words of condemnation by this or that political leaders. Well, my 

response is that is that we shouldn’t be focused on that. We should be focused on 

what we are doing.  We have to say to ourselves:  It isn’t up to anyone else.  It’s up 

to us.  We have to stand up, like we’re standing up tonight, and raise our voices, 

peacefully but firmly.   

My hope and prayer is that we will raise our voices, and that our voices will be 

heard, and that, just as our message comes out of our hearts, so may it penetrate the 

hearts of others, and influence them in a positive way.   Amen. 

 

 


