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Rev. Cindy Worthington-Berry 
UCC Boxborough 
October 30, 2016 
God and Country:  Election 2016 
 
Let us pray… 
 
I got new glasses this week.  Thank goodness, not a moment too soon.  My old ones were 
broken.  I could tell, because everywhere I looked I saw discord and meanness and hatred.  
I figured it had to be my glasses.  My old pair were progressive bifocals with the transition 
lenses that turn into sunglasses.  With the new ones I asked for the rose-colored filter. 
 
If only it were that easy.  If only we could filter out all the ugliness and violence and cruelty in 
this world.  But that’s neither possible nor appropriate.  We can definitely choose to turn off 
the news, and take a break from the steady stream of contemporary media:  this week I 
read people are beginning to practice “fasting” on political news.  And we can always 
choose how much of our attention we give to voices that talk about how bad things are, vs. 
voices that share a more hopeful story.  But I believe that being people of faith requires us 
to engage with the world, not retreat from it.  Our bulletin cover says, “Go…and do the 
same”, Go and love your neighbor, not stay here and hide from the world. 
 
But interacting with the world might be a little bit easier approximately 230 hours from now, 
when – at least hopefully – the 2016 presidential election will be over.  In the face of such 
division in our country today, the one thing people of all perspectives can agree on is that 
we can’t wait for this election to be over.  Except for the paid pundits who will all be 
unemployed with nobody listening to them yell at each other on Nov. 9.   
 
I’ve preached on presidential elections throughout my ministry.  I’m following the practice of 
“Election Day Sermons” that began in colonial Massachusetts.  In the 18th century, Election 
Day was a holiday that began with canon firing, military exercises, and then a processional 
of government officials from the seat of government to a nearby church.  With the most 
politically important members of the community listening carefully, pastors were expected to 
preach – for several hours – sermons that addressed the issues facing voters.  (Barbara 
Brown Zikmund) 
 
I promise, I will not preach for several hours today.  I also certainly will not promote a 
particular candidate.  Not because I’m afraid of losing our tax-exempt status, but because of 
my great respect for you, your own thoughtful reflection, the diversity of your perspectives, 
and the humbling knowledge that I possess no “Truth” to proclaim from that pulpit. 
 
Preparing for this sermon, I was planning on challenging one of the very precepts I’ve 
proclaimed in previous election year sermons.  In the past I’ve proclaimed that whatever 
spiritual beliefs one might have and whatever political views one might hold, they cannot be 
kept apart from each other.  I’ve quoted Gandhi:  “Those who say that religion and politics 
should not mix do not truly understand either.”  And, to be honest, that’s still what I, 
personally, believe.  But somehow this fall that sounds particularly judgy, and the one thing 
we’ve had more than enough of this political season is people judging and disparaging 
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those with whom they disagree.  I don’t want to add any fuel to that fire today.  So instead I 
wanted to consider, with you, what ways your faith influences how you vote, if at all. 
 
So I brought that question to my out-of-office hours this Tuesday.  And then to a ridiculously 
unscientific survey.  Seriously, this is more like a Facebook quiz than a poll.  I sent some 
questions out to 20 parishioners, and 11 responded.  They all said their faith is important to 
them, which I thought was awesome.  And most of them, like most Americans these days, 
don’t care about the religious affiliation of a presidential candidate.  But what surprised me 
was that six people said their faith was “very relevant” to their vote, and four said faith was 
“somewhat relevant”.  Now I’m thinking that maybe they all said that because they knew 
their pastor was going to read the results, and they didn’t trust it could really be anonymous:  
we know even official polls are impacted by just having to say the answer to another human 
being.  And I was really surprised when over half of the respondents said “teachings from 
church” had an impact on their vote.  Now, before that makes you think people are robots 
doing what the pastor says, the responses made it clear that “teachings from church” was 
understood in a beautifully broad way.  Several people mentioned the Golden Rule:  Do 
unto others as you would have them do unto you.  Other comments indicate a lifetime of 
integrating messages heard in a community of faith.  They said their voting was impacted by 
teachings such as:  do the right thing; we are all created equal and all connected; it is our 
duty to lift up the most vulnerable; we are all God’s children so none of us should be hated 
or feared; God loves us just as we are; we are called to care for the sick and 
disenfranchised; we must respect all people; we are called to pursue justice; we must love 
and respect each and every person even those who are DEAD WRONG. 
 
These are beautiful beliefs, beautiful principals with which to guide our votes.  Even more, 
these are beautiful principals to guide our lives.  My hope is that we can use these same 
principles when we’re not in the voting booth; when we’re out in the world interacting with 
those who might be voting in complete opposition to everything on our ballot.  That is what 
this country needs from us right now, and what our world always needs. 
 
I mentioned this sermon on the church’s Facebook page this week, and someone I don’t 
know (but some of you might) disagreed with the notion of preaching on the election.  His 
comments got me thinking, and I wrote back a response that was intended to show where 
he and I agreed, indicate how he’d moved my processing along, and share a thought I had.  
He and I might not agree on everything but I was so glad he shared his thoughts; he 
impacted me in a positive way.  I wrote the post in a Word document to make sure I’d get it 
just right before posting it.  And, turns out, he accused me of mocking him and putting him in 
his place.  So I reread my post not as I intended it but in the snarky voice we’re hearing on 
the news, late night television, and all over social media.  Yup, the sentence “Thank you for 
raising my awareness on that” could mean “Thank you for helping me to think about 
something in a new way” but it could also mean “Thank you for proclaiming the patently 
obvious or wrong”.  Which is definitely not what I meant.  And why I must stay off social 
media. 
 
And out of coffee shops.  Before those out-of-office hours this Tuesday, I was working on 
email at Legends Café.  During that whole hour, there was at least one conversation going 
on at all times about the election that I could not help overhearing.  Some were sharing 
principles I agreed with; some I definitely didn’t.  But in each conversation, at some point, I 
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heard something along the lines of:  “How could people believe that?”  Or “How could they 
actually vote for (that candidate)?”  Both main political parties were represented over coffee, 
and both sides expressed disdain for or outrage at the other side.  This seemed to 
demonstrate what the Pew Research Center has described:  that members of the two main 
parties in this country are moving further apart than ever. 
 
Now, these were private – albeit loud – conversations.  Friends having coffee together can 
say anything they want, even if I can’t help hearing it.  My concern isn’t them, it’s me.  When 
they said something I thought was ridiculous, I felt my temperature go up.  Even when I 
agreed with their ideas, my emotions shot up.  I finally had to put unplugged headphones in 
so I could get some work done.  But the lesson was already learned.  I am ready to leap in 
agreement or attack at a moment’s notice.  That is not how I want to be. 
 
And it isn’t just me.  People are reporting losing friendships over political differences this 
election year, or struggling to get work done because there are stressful political discussions 
going on at work, or dealing with insomnia and anxiety because of worry related to the 
outcome of the election.  This isn’t good.  It affects our bodies, our relationships, and our 
country, as we will have to figure out ways to go forward together.  But what can we do, 
besides sticking things in our ears to drown out the world.  What response would be in the 
tradition of the Good Samaritan, the story guiding our life together this fall, who showed how 
to love one’s neighbor? 
 
The first thing we can do is create safe space, right here, in this church. Sometimes we 
assume that everybody here has the same political perspectives, and is getting ready to 
vote the same way.  Thank goodness that is not true!  Thank goodness, “no matter who you 
are, or where you are on the journey, you are welcome here”.  Every political inclination is 
represented in this sacred space.  On a very practical level that means we don’t make 
disparaging comments about other political parties or platforms, even when we’re joking.  Or 
if we do we catch ourselves, apologize, and offer gratitude for the diversity here.  We want 
to make sure we do what we can to help everybody feel safe here.  Not just even if we 
disagree with them, but especially if we disagree with them.  It does us no good to Go out 
and love our neighbors if we’re hurting the neighbor sitting beside us in the pews. 
 
But does creating safe space mean avoiding all conversation about politics, either in coffee 
hour or at Legends Café?  Not necessarily.  Some people have asked for suggestions on 
how we can talk to people with different political opinions in a healthy and honest way.  I like 
the suggestions from the Crucial Skills consulting group, an organization that trains people 
in having difficult conversations.  I share these because this election is not the last time 
we’re going to need to find ways to talk to people with whom we disagree.  And so even if 
you have no intention of talking about politics between now and Nov. 8, they might be useful 
between now and Christmas.  There are four suggestions. 
 
First, focus on learning.  Approach and frame the conversation as a chance to learn from 
each other, not to change each other’s minds.  And make sure the other person is willing to 
have the conversation; ask permission, don’t force it.  While in that learning mode, consider 
the source of your facts and invite the other person to do the same.  Could the facts be 
biased?  Could they be interpreted differently?   
 



 4 

Second, avoid personal attacks.  You can disagree with someone and still acknowledge that 
their view is valid, and labeling another person will never move a conversation forward.   
 
Third, show respect.  A common quote from the Crucial Skills team is “Respect is like air, if 
you take it away, it’s all people can think about.”  Over-communicate respect for the person 
and their opinion.  And be aware that over email or social media like Facebook, tone gets 
lost and so you’re well-intentioned communication can sound snarky.   
 
And finally, focus on common ground.  Look for areas where you agree rather than where 
you disagree.  As the consultants advise, “If or when the conversation takes a dramatic turn, 
look for the greater principle governing both opinions and you’ll find a mutual purpose 
behind your convictions”.  If you were here for the sermon on practicing good 
communication a couple of weeks ago, you can see lots of overlap, and all those 
suggestions about being curious and using “I” statements still apply. 
 
And I’ve got one more thought for how our faith can help this election year.  I think we 
should meditate.  Or pray.  Whatever you want to call it.  Dan Harris’ meditation site, 10% 
Happier, has election-themed guided meditations on it.  Now, if you aren’t some who usually 
meditates, please don’t outright dismiss this as too “out there”.  Just try it.  The breathing, 
the reflection on your thoughts, it can really help.  And we can take it a step further.  All that 
vituperation that people are spewing at each other, we can disrupt and counteract that, just 
through our own meditation or breathing or visualization.  I’ve been practicing the last 
couple of days, after my unintentional eavesdropping in the coffee shop.  There’s lots of 
ways to do this, but let’s try this.  Please select an image that represents what’s making you 
angry or frustrated or scared this election season.  It could be the face of a candidate, or a 
neighbor’s political sign, or a particular Twitter feed or some TV talking head.  And if nothing 
has been bothering you, beautiful.  Picture the face of the presidential candidate you are 
least likely to vote for.  And you can include Gary Johnson, Jill Stein, and Joseph “Joe 
Exotic” Maldonado.  Whether the image is of a person or thing, let’s call it “the opportunity”.  
Okay, have your image? 
 
Now, I invite you to get yourself comfortable, close your eyes or just lower them to your 
hands.  Breathe deeply.  As you breathe, sense your own heart in your chest.  See your 
heart as a candle, or a flashlight, or a lighthouse, giving out a warm, guiding glow.  Keep 
breathing.  Now, picture the “opportunity”.  Breathe deeper.  See the light from your own 
heart going out to surround the image.  Picture it surrounded by that warm, bright light.  
Keep breathing.  Relax your shoulders, your jaw, while the light continues to glow around 
the image.  That is your light, your heart, your love surrounding the opportunity.  And now, 
say to the image, “I wish you well”.  The light continues to pour out of your heart, 
surrounding the opportunity, but then spreading out, further and further, so that it is touching 
everyone in this room.  The light grows and grows until it spills out of this building into this 
community.  Your heart is steady and strong as it beats out love that pours over this country, 
surrounding every creature with a warm, guiding light.  And the light goes on and on, until it 
is bathing the whole world in love.  Love that is connected to you, connected to all of us, 
connected to God.  May it be so.  Amen. 


