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THE FORCE OF SPIRIT 
By Michael A. Schuler, Senior Minister 

March 18, 2018 
 

PROSE AND POETRY APROPOS 
 

From “Democracy’s Edge” by Frances Moore 
Lappe 

 
   When Texas Wesleyan College announced 
it was moving to a more upscale part of Fort 
Worth, the college was reacting to the 
neighborhood’s decay.  But if the college 
pulled out, the neighborhood had virtually no 
chance of recovery; the campus provided the 
last point of stability on which to rebuild the 
neighborhood. 
   In response, Allied Communities of Tarrant 
– a broad-based citizen organization 
comprised mostly of moderate- and low-
income blacks, whites and Hispanics – 
contacted the Board of Trustees and the 
College president asking for a meeting.   
   “To prepare we conducted a two-and-a-half 
hour role play, The Reverend Terry Boggs 
recalled.  “We Went over every eventuality.  
We were ready!  At the appointed hour, all of 
us – fifteen laypersons and pastors – arrived 
at a parlor off the President’s office.  There 
we saw chairs lined up in two rows, all facing 
a table where the president was to sit.  
Immediately, we started rearranging the 
furniture so that we could sit in a circle.” 
    ACT organizer Perry Perkins explained 
what happened next: “At that point, the 
president’s assistant walked in. ‘What are you 
doing?’ he asked.   
    We said, “We want a meeting.  We don’t 
want a lecture!” We were polite, but our 
actions communicated that we were an 
organization with power.   We deliberately 
created a certain tension.  Our action 
produced some discomfort that the president 
and his assistant had to deal with.  We created 
a ‘public moment’ that focused people’s 
attention.” 

    The meeting worked, and the college ended 
up recommitting itself to the community.  In 
its disciplined initiative, ACT had remade the 
power relationship – not just through 
nastiness, but by creating enough tension to 
make those with more power aware that they 
had to take seriously the voices of those they 
had perceived to be powerless. 
    Typically, Americans think of power in the 
form of money, the law, force and status.  But 
once we understand power as a relationship 
among people, many new sources open up.   
 
“Hope is a Long Slow Thing” by Marge 
Piercy 
 
“I became a feminist but I didn’t 
Get it all, so I have committed to 
The Church of Perpetual Subservience.” 
 
“I protested, demonstrated, but still 
War went on, so I have realized 
Politics is useless and I have 
 
Joined the Junior League instead.  We have 
Marvelous luncheons.”  “I made phone 
Calls for my candidate but little 
 
Happened so I’ll never vote again.” 
But progress is never individual. 
A wave crashes on our shore, traveling 
 
All the way from Africa, storming, 
Eroding the cliff, grinding it down 
But the same water is not what moved. 
 
We are droplets in a wave.  Maybe 
I cannot with my efforts displace 
A rock but the energy of a movement 
 
Can force it from the way.  Look back: 
My great-grandmother was killed 
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In a pogrom.  My grandmother gave 
 
Birth to eleven children in a tenement 
Eating potatoes only sometimes.  My 
Mother had to leave school in tenth grade 
 
To work as a chambermaid that salesmen 
Chased around dirty beds.  Nothing 
Changed by itself, but was changed by work. 
 
History records no progress people 
Did not sweat and dare to push.  A long 
“We” is the power that moves the rock. 
 

** REFLECTIONS ** 
 

    I’m not someone who has a hard time 
sleeping.  My head hits the pillow and I’m 
pretty much out until my bladder wakes me 
up a few hours later.  Then I’m good for a 
while longer.   
    Rarely have I felt upset or anxious enough 
to have my sleep disrupted, or my dream life 
tainted, by some untoward turn of events in 
the larger world.  To be sure, as an elementary 
school student who was taught to “duck-and-
cover” when the air raid sirens sounded, 
fantasies of nuclear holocaust kept me awake. 
But that was more than a half-century ago.   
    And then Donald Trump was elected 
president of the United States.  After 
November 8, 2016 I slept fitfully and often 
awoke with a sense of unreality.  Did this 
really happen?  And just as I was beginning to 
come to terms with the outcome, the 
inauguration took place and my agitation 
increased.  I’m hardly exaggerating when I 
say that the last election ranked close to 9/11 
as an emotional disrupter.   
    Now, when it comes to our national politics 
I’m a fairly non-anxious person. I was a poly-
sci major, so I know something about how the 
system works.  The fickleness of the 
American voter and the vagaries of the 
Electoral College hardly surprise me.  
Moreover, having now lived through twelve 
presidencies, I’ve know disappointment. But 

even tainted 2000 election that propelled 
George W. Bush into office didn’t exact the 
psychological toll of this one.  
    Let me be clear: my reaction has little to do 
with partisanship or party loyalty, the fact that 
a Republican prevailed over a Democrat. It 
has to do with a particular individual who, as 
commentators across the political spectrum 
have agreed, is the least qualified person ever 
to occupy our nation’s highest office.   
    To her sorrow, Hillary Rodham Clinton 
once used the epithet “deplorable” to describe 
candidate Trump’s supporters. It was an 
insensitive and elitist comment and it 
probably benefited her rival. But “deplorable” 
is not too strong a term to apply to the 
candidate, and now the president, himself. 
That’s what has kept me up at night. 
    It’s not just the policy positions Donald 
Trump has taken – the scaling back of 
environmental and workplace protections, 
crippling of the Affordable Care Act, tax 
reform that exacerbates inequality, draconian 
immigration guidelines, a shoot-from-the-hip 
approach to international relations, the 
padding of our nation’s bloated defense 
budget, to name just a few. The United States 
has experienced and weathered extreme shifts 
in public policy before.   
    The challenge we face today is of a 
different order and it’s reflected in Mr 
Trump’s misogyny, his mendacity, his 
recklessness, his self-dealing, his willful 
ignorance and his pugnacity.  That an 
individual possessing these characteristics 
commands so much power is chilling. That so 
many others in key leadership positions have 
become the President’s enablers and 
apologists seems inconceivable. 
    Until recently I wasn’t quite sure how to 
frame the issue - look past all the bluff and 
bluster, the tweet-storms and the rabble-
rousing – in order to reach the heart of the 
matter and the underlying source of my own 
deep concern.  Then I came across an article 
by W. Robert Connor, Professor Emeritus of 
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classics at Princeton University. Its focus was 
the demagogue.   
    Connor takes us back to ancient times, 
when the city of Athens was embroiled in the 
Peloponnesian War.  Things had not been 
going well for the Athenians, and following 
the death of that city’s great statesman and 
general, Pericles, leadership passed to an 
opportunistic politician named Cleon.  “He 
seemed not to have any fresh solution for 
Athens’ difficulties,” Connor writes, “but he 
spoke and acted in unprecedented ways.” 
    As far as we know, Cleon was the first 
individual to whom the label “demagogue” 
was applied – apparently the comic 
playwright Aristophanes coined the term. 
Demagogue is a cognate, created from the 
Greek words for “people” and “to lead.” One 
so described “leads the people,” but more in 
the manner of a Pied Piper than someone 
guided by a coherent policy platform.   
    According to the Greek historian 
Thucydides, Cleon was a magnetic speaker 
and it was his oratorical skills that made him a 
favorite among the people. But any ideas he 
presented were beside the point; what won 
him numerous rabid followers was “his skill 
at expressing and manipulating emotions.”  
Demagogues don’t worry about consistency 
or the practicality of their proposals.  “There 
may be nothing at the core except a vacuum 
that sucks into itself clichés, slogan, facts, 
factoids and fabrications,” Connor writes. 
But because the emotional bond the 
demagogue has forged is so strong, no 
argument can pierce the thick armor of his 
followers’ devotion.   
    Professor Connor asks the reader to 
consider the parallels between Cleon’s time 
and our own. “Demagogy,” he writes,  
 

…has the ability to transform itself 
into autocracy if, one by one, the 
institutions that resist the 
aggrandizement of power are eroded 
or destroyed.  

 

    If much of the forgoing sounds all-too-
familiar, it’s because we’ve been exposed to 
enough of President Trump’s mass rallies to 
have a pretty clear idea of what demagoguery 
looks and sounds like.  Trump stirs the fires 
of discontent with his broadsides against 
media figures, political rivals, the special 
counsel and intelligence agencies, combined 
with lavish praise for autocratic and 
repressive practices. Professor Connor finds 
all of this deeply troubling. Peter Sloterdijk, 
one of Europe’s most popular public 
intellectuals, echoes his concern. Trump and 
leaders like him are “rage entrepreneurs” and 
fear mongers. His “true significance lies in 
the way that he instinctively subverts the 
norms of modern governance,” Sloterdijk 
observes.   
 

Instead of waiting for the crisis to 
impose his decrees, his decrees get 
him the emergencies he needs.  The 
playground for madness is vast.   

 
   I don’t think it’s too great a stretch to say 
we’re headed toward a crisis of democracy 
that we downplay or dismiss to our peril. The 
stakes are that high and if we are not yet 
convinced of the immediacy of the threat, we 
ought to be. It needs to be lifted up as often as 
necessary and in as many venues as possible – 
including the church.     
    An old memory prompted me to share these 
concerns today. I, 1973 I was twenty-two 
years old and had landed in Berkeley, 
California to begin studying for the Unitarian 
Universalist ministry.  That first semester, 
Trina and I volunteered to teach church 
school at the First Unitarian Church of San 
Francisco, so for several months we crossed 
the Bay each Sunday to fulfill our 
commitment. On one occasion, however, we 
were able to attend services in the cavernous 
sanctuary where David Rankin, the highly 
esteemed senior minister, routinely preached 
to large and appreciative crowds.   
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    Richard Nixon was in office and evidence 
of political dirty tricks and obstruction of 
justice in the Watergate affair was mounting.  
Months would pass before the President 
would be forced from office, but that morning 
Rankin said the facts were incontrovertible 
and he called on Congress to begin 
impeachment proceedings.  As I recall, he 
was the first Unitarian Universalist minister to 
take that prophetic step. 
    The Reverend William Barber is 
convinced that our own political culture now 
needs a similar jolt.  The Moral Mondays 
movement that he helped launch in North 
Carolina has gone national and is part of a 
larger effort called “Unstoppable Together.”  
Worried about the fate of our democratic 
institutions and the declining fortunes of 
ordinary citizens, Barber challenges us “…to 
be the moral defibrillators of our time, 
shocking the heart of this nation in order to 
build a movement of resistance, hope, justice 
and love.”   
    Rev. Barber isn’t, at this moment, beating 
the drum for impeachment and neither am I. 
Given the current composition of Congress 
that’s just not a realistic expectation.  But for 
the rot at the highest levels of our government 
to be cut away there has to be a 
recommitment to the democratic norms and 
principles that, in our complacency, we’ve 
taken for granted and thus failed to protect.  
What’s called for is a sustained uprising.  
    Because it goes to the heart of things that 
we care most deeply about, this isn’t just 
another political battle.  The values at stake 
here are also spiritual ones, and include: 
 

• our children’s very lives, currently 
threatened by the easy access to 
deadly weapons that our legislators 
have made possible;  

• the fate of planet, as the pace of 
climate change accelerates while law 
makers curry favor with the fossil fuel 
industry;  

• a widening gulf between the “haves 
and have-nots” due to regressive tax 
policies, business-friendly Right to 
Work laws and corporate welfare; 

• An alarming increase in hate crimes, 
as Black Lives Matter activists, 
Muslims, Jews, undocumented 
immigrants, queer and transgendered 
people are scapegoated and 
demonized;  

• Disregard for human rights and 
acceptance of torture and mass 
incarceration as legitimate instruments 
of foreign and domestic policy.   

 
    These are just a few of the values being 
transgressed by an increasingly autocratic 
regime.  The present perils have captured the 
attention of a wide spectrum of Americans 
who, in the last year alone, participated in 
some 8700 different protests throughout the 
country. The #MeToo movement, whose 
stock has continued to rise, drew its initial 
energy from women dismayed over Donald 
Trump’s sordid past.  
    We’ve seen nothing like this since the early 
1970’s, as tens of millions have risen up to 
defend the spirit of democracy; the spirit of 
brother and sisterhood; the spirit of equity and 
fair-mindedness; the spirit of forbearance and 
open-mindedness; the spirit of truth.  
    What will it take for this moment of 
resistance to succeed?  First, the recognition 
that it will take more than a moment, and that 
powerful opposing interests are awash in 
resources and have plenty of arrows in their 
quiver.  A successful effort will require 
constancy, a willingness to persevere. 
    So where do we get the energy for a 
prolonged struggle?  From indignation, a 
fitting and natural response to repeated 
offences against human dignity and the 
degradation of our common life.  Indignity is 
related to anger but is less likely to hinder our 
ability to think clearly and keep faith with our 
moral compass.  Pure anger makes us stupid 
and self-righteous. “It fuels not positive 
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activism but regression, obsession and 
vengeance,” Ursula K. Le Guin recently 
wrote, which is what we see among those 
who’ve aligned themselves with the Alt-
Right. 
    So, we need to stay in touch with our 
indignation, which isn’t too difficult since 
every week brings some fresh insult to our 
political and social sensibilities. But 
indignation alone won’t do the trick. For 
meaningful action to occur, it must be wedded 
to hope. “Let us not grow weary of doing 
good, for in due season we will reap, if we do 
not give up,” Paul wrote encouragingly to the 
Galatians.  
    What does hope look like?  You only 
needed to be on the Capitol Square at 1:00 
p.m. on Wednesday to see it in full flower. 
For years the NRA has crafted the permissive 
rules that have helped create more carnage 
here than in any other country in the 
developed world.  But on Wednesday 
thousands of high school students, teachers, 
moms & dads, grandparents, community 
activists and clergy marched, chanted and 
demanded meaningful and immediate change 
in our State’s gun laws. As I watched, a 
middle-aged man in an NRA hat walked away 
from the crowd, affected, one hopes, by the 
determination of this budding crop of social 
activists. 
     Over the years, many of us have become 
resigned to the gun lobby’s sway over its 
morally-challenged legislative pawns.  Our 
fatalism on the issue of gun control, as 
George Zornick observed, “became self-
reinforcing” so the Second Amendment 
absolutists prevailed.  But the members of 
Generation Z aren’t accepting that; they’ve 
discovered that even without a vote, they have 
real influence. Although gun-control groups 
have been springing up across the country 
ever since Sandy Hook, the students of 
Marjorie Stoneman Douglas may have 
brought us to the tipping point.   
    But these young people weren’t just 
indignant and hopeful, they were also quite 

savvy.  Within four days, as the journalist 
Emily Witt notes, they had given their 
nascent movement a name (“Never Again”), a 
concrete policy goal (stricter background 
checks for gun buyers) and a plan for a 
nationwide protest (A March for Our Lives, 
scheduled for next weekend). “The student 
leaders knew that the headline-industrial 
complex granted only a very narrow window 
of attention,” Witt writes, and they made the 
most of it. 
    The students may have been coached, or 
they may have had an intuitive sense of how 
to build a movement. You begin with passion 
and a clear sense of purpose. You figure out 
how to engage the opposition on your own 
terms – enough with the “prayers and 
condolences,” let’s talk about the elephant in 
the room. You establish a network and keep 
expanding it until it cannot be ignored.  You 
find ways to leverage media coverage, which 
in turn keeps the pressure on policy makers.  
    When all of this happens we can, as Naomi 
Klein writes, “surprise the hell out of 
ourselves – by being united, focused and 
determined.” 
    I don’t have a whole lot of confidence that 
the demagogue currently degrading his high 
office and undermining our democracy is 
going to be removed soon.  But a patient and 
persistent resistance can, in all its myriad 
manifestations, prevent Mr. Trump from 
turning his worst impulses into policy.  Since 
each of us, as individuals, is limited in how 
much we can contribute, we need to commit 
to an issue or two that touches us most 
profoundly.  
    If there is a silver lining to the current 
presidency it is that Trump has spawned an 
insurgency that it may be impossible to 
suppress.  The political arena is being flooded 
with voices that the powerful once felt safe to 
ignore but can do so no longer “There is a 
fundamental realignment going on in this 
society,” Chuck Collins of the Institute for 
Policy Studies recently remarked: 
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Younger people especially…are not 
buying the old stories…. Some kick-
ass movements are emerging, and as a 
member of the older generation, my 
job is either to support them or…just 
get the hell out of the way. 


