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I want you to try and imagine a tricycle. Imagine a child riding a trickle on a warm spring day. 

Hold on to the imagine, keep it in your mind, as I tell you two tales about tricycles.  

 

I grew up in a lucky suburb of Cleveland, where I had a picket fence and back yard, the kin of 

picturesque drama any parent wants for their child, I remember my first tricycle I drive around 

the living room when I was three, and later riding, my bike down the street for the first time. In 

my childhood and innocence, I thought I had the world.  

 

I find it easy for me to imagine my childhood like some sort of cliché. That as a child I was 

young and free, imaginative, and thought I and my whole world. My world was often my 

sidewalks and backyard, and the park right next door. They were my world. The park is where I 

swung so high I nearly flipped over, my sidewalk, where I mastered learning how to ride my 

bike.  

 

Every time I think of that image, I see myself as a child. It’s not just that I was a young white girl 

in a rather white suburban town, it’s that I was so believed that I could claim the world as mine, 

that every dream I had could come true, that every person had the inherent right to claim the 

world as their own. Being Unitarian Universalist, as a young child I took quickly to believing not 

just that every person was filled with worth and dignity, but that everyone had an inherent 

goodness. That everyone was inherently able to live out good in the world.  

 

I still believe in these things, but as a child part of my faith and part of the knowledge of my 

world was missing 

 

Ta-Nehisi Coates reflects on childhood as well, but for him the wild and free he saw was only 

shown by white children on the street so the Upper West Side. “All my life I'd heard people tell 

their black boys and black girls to be "twice as good," which is to say "accept half as much." 

These words would be spoken with a veneer of religious nobility, as though they evidenced some 

unspoken quality, some undetected courage, when in fact all they evidenced was the gun to our 

head and the hand in our pocket. This is how we lose our softness. This is how they steal our 

right to smile. No one told those little white children, with their tricycles, to be twice as good. I 

imagined their parents telling them to take twice as much.” 

 

That we are all each inherently part of a world filled with relatives, systems, and structures of 

incredible harm. That just as we are good, so are we inherently flawed, inherently imperfect, and 

stuck in a world that inherited centuries upon centuries of abusive power. In essence, I was 

missing the part of our Unitarian Universalist faith that talks about evil.  

Now, we UUs don’t like to talk about evil, and I know that it is a hard and harsh word that has 

been misused by religion in past and present. But if we do not take stock of the evils of our own 

society and world, we will not be able to be free to live into the true space of love that is waiting 

to be bon from us.  

 



Where my childhood notions of good intentions and possibility left me, Clarence Skinner picks 

up. Clarence Skinner is a famous Universalist theologian from the past century who openly 

talked about evil in the last century. Clarence skinner talked about the real hell on earth - what he 

called “social hell”. “People suffering from instituted customs and practices for which society is 

responsible, which can be eradicated out of the world.” Hell was not some other-worldly doom 

for Skinner, hell as he describes it, was the hell of war that destroyed innocent families, the hell 

of things such as poor health, lack of food, sickness and disease. Even as one point in his 

writings, he compares systems of greed to vampires sucking life and stability from the lives of 

everyday people.  

 

While Clarence Skinner might not have used terms, we use today, like bigotry, sexism, racism, 

homophobia, anti-Semitism and others, his words point to all those things our society has created 

and instituted as “normal” instead of unjust.  This kind of social hell or evil is what we inherited, 

just as surely as we inherited our inherent worth.  

 

And for my childhood self, I could not yet see the customs I had inherited. I didn’t understand 

the full extent of the ways my tricycle riding was different from anyone else’s or shouldn’t be. 

And worse, I did not know that in our society, I was never made to know that it would be any 

different. The true imperfection lies not in the world we inherit, but in our own imperfect selves 

unable to fully witness or see all the ways we contribute to customs that harm others.  

 

I still go back to my image of the tricycle. I didn’t see that the tricycle I had was plastic, and I 

couldn’t foresee that in less than three years I would never ride it again, leaving a hunk of non-

biodegradable gook in my parent’s garage. I never knew where my Disney princess sandals were 

made, though I can say now that they were most likely made by another child somewhere across 

the world I didn’t know. Or the fact that the tricycle I rode, was just like all the tricycles I ever 

saw given to girls, a light pink. I see so clearly in my mind now this dissonance between the joy 

and carefree I felt, and the world I lived and stepped n and how I was part of it.  

 

Clarence Skinner whom we read said, “We are enmeshed in a world of humanity from which We 

can by no means wholly disentangle themselves. We are shot through with psychic forces which 

they cannot escape.” Those forces aren’t some supernatural forces we talk about at Halloween, 

they are the very living, real everyday forces of power and oppression happening in every space 

we take part of.  

 

By now you must be thinking I am telling a sad tale of lost innocence. But surely, what I am 

telling you is the vital importance of truth and hope, for when all our invented innocence is 

shaken off.  

 

As we read in our reading, Abhi Janamanchi puts it perfectly 

 

“We might transform evil if we recognize our own complicity in the processes which 

engender and sustain it. We will overcome evil when we refuse to play the game or to be 

silent, when we make a determined effort to understand evil as a possibility that awaits 

transformation.” 

 



 

We live in a world filled with complicated and complex past, with unjust systems and attitudes. 

And while lately, I have noticed in myself a want to blame someone. I’m blaming one person a 

person of power who has led credence to such hateful things I have seen. And I’ve blamed those 

individuals who supported them. But all this blaming, is my own hateful and unhelpful response, 

my own imperfect denial to face my own truth, that I am in the sea of American injustice just as 

much as everyone else.  

 

We, our inherently imperfect and inherently worthy and loving selves are the ones that can 

transform this world. The power we can and must claim for everyone, is the power of 

transformation. Yet that transformation cannot and will not happen without the true acceptance 

of our own shortcomings and flaws. We are human - not meant to be right, not meant to be 

perfect, not meant to have all the answers. We are human, meant to be as loving, as 

transformative, as vulnerable, and as real as human beings can be with one another. When we 

hold each other, and deeply accept our imperfections, our capacity for hate, and hurt, and 

grudges and anger, then we can truly feel the forgiveness, the love, the power or each other. We 

can feel the transformation of ourselves and others, only once we truly accept that is it is okay to 

be human.  

 

Yet, it is in the power of that realization that we are given our power. As Clarence skinner says 

these customs these institutions can be eradicated out of the world! We can eradicate them, when 

we accept ourselves and others, and live in communities of resistance like this one. Evil is not 

scary if you face it head on with love. We can eradicate our troubled world, but only when we 

accept our beautifully imperfect and inherently worthy selves.  

 

Imagine now a new tricycle, a tricycle of.a Muslim refugee in our neighborhood street, or 

imagine a basketball court filled with kids u afraid of being themselves and getting as loud as the 

want, or a park at night where no one because of their skin is deemed as a criminal this world is 

still possible, and we inherently have all the wort, all the dignity, and all the transforming power 

of love to eradicated the hatred and bigotry of this world. But to do so, we need each other, and 

we desperately need to know and reckon with our own harmful, and imperfect selves. We are 

only human, and it is only humans who can save this broken world and make our neighborhood 

sage for any kid of a tricycle to believe they can have the world all to themselves. May we 

continue to love each other, confront our faults without shame, and love the hell out of this 

world.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


