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 In 1860, there were close to four million people enslaved in the United States.  In the lower south, slaves 

accounted for 47% of the population.  The thought of ending slavery was unimaginable.  I’m not using that word 

to mean big, I mean it was unimaginable.  Most people were not able to imagine a world that didn’t include 

slavery as a part of the culture and economy.  Regardless of how they felt about the institution, American life had 

never existed without it.  It was woven into the fabric of our culture and to remove it was to dismantle American 

life and potentially our survival. 

 They weren’t wrong.  Reconstruction was a wild and painful process.  But from that terrible labor was 

born a nation living more deeply out of its foundational principle of freedom.  Because of the decision to untangle 

ourselves from slavery, American culture started on a new and unexpected path.  Freedom of millions of people 

we understood, but so much was unanticipated. Without liberation we wouldn’t have so much of the music, poetry 

or literature that defines American culture.  There have been advances in astronomy and agriculture because of 

19th century emancipation.  The world is a different place, a better place, a place that could not have been 

imagined. 

 I have all of three minutes to talk about climate change, so why would I bother spending my time 

reminding us about abolition?  Because I want to tell you, we’ve been here before.  It’s possible most of us want 

to hide our heads in fear or sorrow when we hear about the plight of our planet. As a nation, we’ve confronted 

problems this large, we’ve dismantled our own culture and rebuilt and transformed into something we couldn’t 

even have imagined.   

Most of us are willing to take a step or two.  We recycle.  We drive hybrids.  We sign petitions.  But the 

crisis we are facing requires more.  This is a paradigm shift, a whole new way of being human in this country, 

being human on this planet.  The platform for life is cracking and if we want to survive, we are going to have to 

think bigger and be bolder than we have been before. 

Here’s my secret.  I’m excited about what’s next.  I’m not excited about the work immediately in front of 

us; I know this is going to be difficult.  But I’m very excited about what American life will look like once we’ve 

pushed through our lethargy and prioritized a healthy planet over profit and mobility and  consumerism.   

I realize the new world is, for the moment, still unimaginable.  I mean, in 1860, who could have imagined 

Jazz?  We have no idea what the new world will look like, but I dream about it.  I dream about neighborhoods 

transformed because people work largely from home, about apartment buildings that partner with farmers to grow 

their food, about a world in which “new” is a rarity and biking is the most common mode of transportation.  This 

is slower world, a world where people stop moving so much and start visiting their neighbors and discovering the 

lost home arts that let us take care of ourselves and each other.  But, that’s just from my limited imagination.  I 

don’t know what’s next.  The Transition movement is dreaming up a new economy and the food justice movement 

is visualizing massive land reallocation and the ministers daydream about churches of loving, concerned 

communities that function as single bodies, each part caring for the others and the divestment movement is 

dreaming about buildings covered in solar panels.  In my fantasy, we no longer need Environmental Action Teams 

in our congregations because we are all working toward our common goal of transitioning our lives so we can 

live gently.   

I don’t know what your dream looks like, but I’m hoping you have one.  I’m hoping you’re becoming 

ready to accept the difficult truth of our time.  I know I am.  I’m starting to think about the civilization we’re 

being called to create and the opportunity we have to dream, to innovate, to transform ourselves into something 

new. I know that our lives depend on it and I know that the possibilities look bleak and could become depressing 

and frightening and overwhelming.  But I also know that we’ve been here before and we accepted the challenge 

and lived up to the promise.  Here we are again.  Unsure about what’s next, but priming ourselves for the world 

we have not yet begun to imagine.   

 
 
  


