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Rev. Nathan Detering 

January 5, 2020 

 “Top Ten Religious Stories of the Decade (2010-2019)” 

UUAC Sherborn 

 

“Here is the world; beautiful and terrible things will happen. 

Keep our hearts tender. 

Keep our eyes soft. 

Because this is what we are about: 

We know there is no answer but to love one another. 

We bear witness against unnecessary destruction. 

We gather in community to practice being the person 

The world is calling us to be. 

We cannot do everything,  

But we can do something, and that something is not nothing. 

So forget your perfect offering. 

There is a crack in everything 

That is how the light gets in.” 

 

It is January and for as long as I’ve been your minister I’ve 

Led us on this first or second Sunday of the new year in reviewing 

The top ten religious news stories of the previous year, 

So we’ve all listened through a lot of these. 

Said one of you to me, via text, a couple days ago  

When I told you I was researching for the sermon,  

You said: UHG (in caps). 

And then when I replied back that oh no, I’m not reviewing just the last year, 
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But the entire decade, because we’re done with the 10’s for this century, 

You said….well, you didn’t reply until later, maybe because you felt 

As overwhelmed as I did/do… 

You said that maybe, at least, it will help us get some 20/20 

Vision back.  Get it? 

But I want to meet us where we’re at, many of us, with this ‘ugh.’ 

Because the intensity of the news,  

which is felt ever-more this decade, by our intense exposure to this news 

via every-second-of-the-day updates and smartphones and twitter and 

facebook and newsfeed… 

has made us all a little google-eyed, like our vision prescription is out of 

whack, feeling and seeing UHG everywhere.  Right? 

 

But it has been quite a decade for our world, for us, for me, for you, 

And I still believe that in order for us to see where we’re going, 

We need to also see where we’ve come and what has shaped us 

Into being the people we are becoming. 

 

So, inspired by The Youngbloods, via TNT, who sang for us 

To ‘Come on People now, smile on your sibling, everybody get together 

And try to love another right now,” which they recorded in 1966 (!), 

Here are the ten stories, themes, religious and otherwise that came to surface 

for me as I spent the last week/s rabbiting down one rabbit hole after 

Another on the internet.  If I look a little haggard this is why.   

You’re welcome. 

 

Are we hydrated?  Check.  Comfortable?  Check.   
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Mindful that you have a free pew and I have a free pulpit, so disagreement  

Is fine and expected and part of what community is about?  Check. 

Let’s roll:  

10) And a little child shall lead them… 

That comes from Isaiah, btw, and we heard it at Christmas when the 

scripture says that the wolf shall lie with the lamb, the leopard with the goat, 

And a little child shall lead them,  

Meaning children often show courage, conviction, vision that adults can’t. 

Not all time, of course, because….toddlers, right?  

but these young people led: 

Say: Malala! 

The Pakistani girl who in 2009 wrote a blog for the BBC that challenged 

The Taliban prohibitions against girls receiving an education, 

Surviving at attempt on her life do so. 

In 2013 she gave a powerhouse talk to the UN (on YouTube), 

Gave an interview to Jon Stewart (miss him!), 

And then in 2014 became the youngest person to receive a nomination 

For the Nobel Peace Prize. 

 

Meanwhile, in Topeka, Kansas, in the year of Lord 2012, 

Josef Miles woke up, put on his ‘y’all vote’ t-shirt, 

Pulled out his Mead school notebook, the one with the wire bead, 

And wrote: “God hates no one” and went with his mom to stand with his 

sign in front of the Westboro Baptist Church people, whose anti-LGBTQ 

Hate gives Baptist and Church a bad name. 

Said Josef: "I just don't like seeing those signs and I kind of wanted to put a 

stop to that." 
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Six years later, after yet another school shooting, this time in Parkland, FL, 

These young survivors led the largest gun control movements in the country: 

Alfonso Calderon, Sarah Chadwick, Jaclyn Corin, Ryan Deitsch, Emma 

González, David Hogg, Cameron Kasky, and Alex Wind,  

And led to the first-ever-time that both houses in that state voting for gun 

control measures. 

 

And last, Greta Thunberg, the Swedish environmental activist who, at age 

15, began spending her days outside parliament to call for stronger action 

On global warming holding.   

Soon, other students engaged in similar protests in their communities, 

Organizing the School Strike Movement called Fridays for Future. 

In 2019 Greta took a boat across the ocean to speak at the UN Climate 

Action Summit in New York, got in Twitter fights with Trump, 

Made the cover of Time Magazine, which named her as a Next Generation 

Leader, and was named for the Nobel Peace Prize. 

Describing her Asperger’s as an asset for her activism, Greta said this to  

Democratic senators: “I know you’re trying, but just not hard enough.  

Sorry.” 

 

9) Evangelicals and Nones Wrestle in Cage Fight Match for the Future 
 
Terms first: Evangelical means spread the good news, but often it is code 

To mean conservative Christianity that aligns with such causes as pro-life, 

Anti-LGBTQ, literal interpretation of Bible, etc. 

Nones are not to mean ‘nun’ but instead ‘nones,’ as in those who describe 
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Themselves as having no religious affiliation. 

 

Over the last decade both have risen in power:  

In 2016 evangelicals’ identification with the GOP became complete 

When they voted overwhelmingly for Donald Trump, overlooking 

How his behavior contracted their once-upon-a-time ‘family values’ 

Pitch in favor of Trump’s promise, fulfilled, to put forward anti-abortion 

Judges on the Supreme Court and support their pro-religious freedom views, 

Including the desire to get federal dollars for private religious education. 

Not all evangelicals have been happy, including Christianity Today, 

Which published a pro-impeachment editorial just in December. 

The typical Twitter rage followed. 

 

Meanwhile, or I would say, in direct response to the intolerance and 

judgement and hypocrisy in evangelical movement, as well as the Catholic 

Church sexual abuse scandal, more and more people say I’m done with it; 

I’m a none. 

In 2012 just over 15% of U.S. adults described themselves this way. 

Today, this morning, more than a quarter of the country does, 

Many of whom are white millennials. 

 

Other colleagues of mine are nervous about all this (job security). 

I’m not; I’m fired up. 

Because in contrast to the ways of being religious in the world that  

Divide and exclude or ask for theological tests to belong, 

Ours is a big tent.  We fail at it all the time, holding diversity is messy, 

And we don’t get what we want, and we’re more homogenized than 
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We like to think we are, 

But our values mean those who have given up on religion but long 

For spiritual center and community can have welcome here. 

Please, on bended knee, welcome them! 

 

8) Phobia/Anti-Everything 

Islamophobia.  Antisemitism.  Shootings seemingly every other week in 

churches, synagogues, mosques.   

What the hell is going on? 

Friends, this is one of the areas/stories where the internet just broke my heart 

because as soon as I remembered one example, 

Like how in 2012, a pro-Nazi killed six people at a Sikh gurdwara 

Outside Milwaukee, 

I was reminded of Dylan Roof killing nine African American congregation 

At Mother Emanuel church in Charleston, claiming to defend the white race, 

Which then pointed me to white supremacist march in Charlottesville, 

Virginia in 2017 where marchers chanted “Jews will not replace us” 

And Trump said there were ‘good people on both sides.’ 

Which then pointed me to the worst anti-Semitic attack in US history  

When a man who was convinced Jews were facilitating immigration 

To the U.S. killed 11 worshippers at the Tree of Life Synagogue  

In Pittsburg, 

Which then led me back to Trump’s immigration rhetoric and policies over 

these last years, 

Including how he made suspicion of Muslims a theme of his campaign, 

And his Muslim Ban order to refuse entry to citizens of several majority- 

Muslim nations, and his retweeting of incendiary anti-Muslim videos, 
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Which then pointed me back to domestic terrorism,  

Including the attacks at a Rabbi’s home last week while his family 

And friends were celebrating Hanukkah. 

It has been an exhausting, terrifying decade for the ways in which  

Antipathy and hatred toward the identity of others and their religion, race, 

And immigration status has been harnessed by the freewheeling open doors 

Of the internet, which has allowed disaffected individuals,  

Most of them white men, to find each other and amplify their voices. 

I hated re-reading all this and reviewing all this, and there is so much more, 

But what the last decade has showed is that “Never Forget” isn’t meant just 

For the Holocaust in WW2.  It also means now, here, this. 

 

7) Wow and Whoa Technology 

Check this out: this time a decade ago there was no such thing as an IPad. 

There was no food delivery meal kids.  You didn’t speak to a machine 

Called Alexa or Siri, 

Or find someone with an app called Tinder. 

You stayed in hotels, not Airbnbs. 

You telephoned a cab rather than pressing a button and waiting for an Uber 

Or Lyft. 

You didn’t waste hours on Instagram, scrolling from one box to the next 

Like a gerbil running on a wheel as an algorithm watches and takes notes. 

Jobs that are now performed by hundreds of thousands of people – Uber 

driver, GIF-maker, social media influencer – didn’t exist. 

You likely read the newspaper in the morning, watched news at night, 

And consumed a trickle of information in between by going to Yahoo News 

Or through the RSS feed you’d painstakingly constructed, 
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Rather than drinking from the fire house that is Twitter. 

Oh, and drone warfare wasn’t a thing, and neither were those robot  

Dogs that Boston Dynamics created that are truly the stuff of nightmares. 

And a decade ago there wasn’t fake social media news created by Russia 

Seeking to cause divide and rancor in our election system, 

And China hadn’t created, yet, the ‘social credits’ system where you lose 

credits for criticizing the government or not cleaning up after your dog. 

 

I mean, some of this is terrifying and some it is wonderful, 

But can we at least say this: a decade ago things felt slower. 

If one reason we come to religious community is to help us find our center 

And help us re-align our values in a world that is constantly trying to make 

Us something different,  

Then it’s worth asking here how all this tech is changing us 

And if the changes are the changes we want. 

 

6) Gay Marriage Becomes Legal in all 50 States and we add new words 

to our vocabulary 

I arrived as your minister is August of 2003, but did you know the first  

Wedding I performed in the sanctuary wasn’t until two years later? 

And do you know who it was for? 

Edwin Light, our choir director then, and his long-time partner, Jack. 

They retired to the southwest not long after that wedding, 

And theirs was one of a series I did for some of you here and many others 

In communities after MA legalized same-sex weddings in May, 2004. 

 

11 years after I began officiating at those weddings in our state, 



 9 

In 2015, the Supreme Court made same-sex marriage legal in all 50 states. 

Public opinion and politics have moved sweepingly on the issue 

Over this decade 

 

It wasn't that long ago that Democratic politicians, for example, tried to walk 

the line on same-sex marriage, calling for civil unions. That, in fact, was 

Obama's stance in 2008, not wanting to offend religious groups. 

But he eventually lent his support to the cause of marriage equality in 2012 

when Vice President Biden said the Obama administration was in favor of 

legalization of same-sex marriage. 

To understand why Obama might have been reticent to support same-sex 

marriage, just 40% of the country was in favor of legalizing it in 2009 when 

he was sworn in. 

By 2012, just about half of Americans were in favor. Now, it's 63%, though 

still only 44% of Republicans. 

 

The “T” letter referring to our Transgender friends has met with a more 

Uneven welcoming. 

In 2016 the Pentagon lifted the ban on transgender people serving openly 

In the military,  

Only to have the ban reissued by Trump via tweet on June 30th, 2017, 

Which the Supreme Court allowed to go in effect a year ago this month. 

But also this: in 2017 Virginia voters elected Danica Roem 

To the House of Delegates,  

The first openly transgender candidate to be elected to a state legislature 

In America history. 

And more than ten states, including MA this November, offer non-binary 
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Gender designations on their state licenses.  

With this has come, for me, learning with you new words and ways of 

speaking: introducing my preferred gender pronouns, non-binary, gender 

non-conforming, putting sticker of pronouns on our nametags. 

 

I understand it might feel initially awkward for some of us, but we do this 

To push against assumptions we make about each other and to  

Acknowledge our growing education about how our gender is assigned. 

This work is all about one of our core UU principles: the worth and dignity 

of every person, directed with particular emphasis on those outside the 

center in the margins. 

 

Okay, Intermission! 

Best quote of the decade, from Gloria Steinem: ‘The truth will set you 

free, But first it will piss you off.’ 

Best bumper sticker: Giant Meteor 2016.  Just end it already. 

Best long-deserved victory: Chicago Cubs win World Series in 2016,  

First time since 1908 (and I’m a Cardinals fan). 

RIP: Nelson Mandela, Mohammod Ali, Toni Morrison, Maya Angelou, 

Eli Weisel, Leonard Cohen, Aretha Franklin, David Bowie, Prince… 

Most prayed for sanctuary: for the repair of the flying buttressed and 

beautiful Notre Dame, which caught fire last year. 

Best epitaph on the headstone of cemetery I was at: “I’d rather be 

reading this.” 
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5) Tenderness and Grace and Good News we might not remember 

because – you know – everything else that made us feel UGH and our 

brains are wired to remember the bad stuff.  Blame biology. 

• The CEO of a Canadian appliance company who personally 

sponsored 58 Syrian families at a cost of $1.5 million by bringing 

them to Canada, finding them homes, giving them jobs. 

• The 33 Chilean miners who in 2010 were rescued after 69 days 

underground, and for once the whole internet cheered in unison 

(and gave me a sermon, which I still remember) 

• The Christian Assembly Church in Eagle Rock, CA that raised 

enough money - $5 million – to pay off the medical debt of 5,555 

families in the greater LA area.  

• Brandt Jean offers forgiveness to former Dallas police officer 

Amber Guyger, who was convicted of murdering his brother 

Botham Jean and who was sentenced to 10 years in prison. Brandt 

Jean’s actions lead to a heated debate over race and forgiveness. 

• And, of course, we can’t forget Jake Isom, from all the way back in 

2010.  We remember?  He’s the UU from Amarillo, TX who 

joined his fellowship’s protest of a Quran burning, but not content 

to stand by as the Quran was about to be lit on fire, swooped up 

behind the guy on his skateboard.  “He said something about 

burning it and I was like: “Dude, you HAVE no Quran and then I 

skated off.’  Still on YouTube: Dude, you HAVE no Quran is title. 

4) I Can’t Breathe  

It’s been more than five years since a video of the 2014 death of Eric Garner 

At the hands of a white NY police officer went viral, 
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And his gasps of ‘I can’t breathe’ (all 11 of them) 

Inspired protesters to take to the cities across the country, chanting his last 

words: I can’t breathe.   

A few weeks later, in Ferguson, MO (just a few miles from where I grew 

up), Michael Brown was shot and killed by a white officer, 

And the dissent across the country escalated.  

In the following years the deaths of Tamar Rice, Freddie Gray, Walter Scott 

And others killed by police violence received national attention thanks 

To cell phone coverage (thank you technology), social media, activists,  

All of it galvanizing into a movement we see on the banner out front 

That says: Black Lives Matter. 

Here in our community these events led first to a class we shared on race 

And privilege, some of whom formed the Racial Justice Team, 

Who these last years have challenged us – all of us – the work of racial 

Justice isn’t about getting more people of color in the pews so we might feel 

better about how segregated our church and communities are. 

Instead, it’s about learning about we live in a culture that puts whiteness 

At the center, the literal meaning of white supremacy. 

Look, this has been challenging for us a primarily white congregation 

To ask what privilege has afforded us, the heritage of this whole place, 

And how the very definition of privilege is not having to think about it. 

So it’s good we have each other and a strong church – because 

We have the health and vitality to do this.  Team meets twice a month 

And justice Sunday is coming up in Feb.   

Let’s work on making the world we want to live in. 

 

3) But I don’t want to welcome the stranger 
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Back in 2015 Steven Colbert said this: “if you want to know if somebody  

Is Christian, just ask them to complete this sentence: “Jesus said: 

I was hungry, you gave me food.  I was thirsty and you gave me drink. 

I was a stranger and you….” 

And if they don’t say ‘welcome me in,’ they are either a terrorist 

Or running from president.” 

As our world has gotten more connected and more interdependent 

And we become ever-more aware of how climate changes, wars, 

And wealth inequality impacts all of us, because we’re all in one world 

Together, 

I keep seeing how our values, our laws, our priorities and our politics 

Are being challenged and changed by this question of who the stranger is 

and how we welcome them. 

Listen: refugee crisis in Syria, Brexit, skepticism of the European Union, 

Trump coming down the escalator and kicking off his campaign by saying 

“Mexicans are rapists,”  

George W being denied a immigration compromise by the GOP back in the 

early 2000’s, which resulted in Obama created the DREAMER’s Act 

For those children whose parents never had papers,  

And Trump, of course, saying the act would end, 

Political populism and nationalism, political polarization, 

Gated communities, so many of strangers in our land, not wanting 

To venture out to place in the country where our values aren’t shared and 

vice-versa. 

You with me? 

I think they are all of part, and the implications are complicated and divisive 

And our system of laws don’t feel equipped to deal with how we live 
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With those who we don’t like, know, agree with, or share the same 

nationality with. 

I just ask myself and us to ask: what does it mean for us to frame this issue 

of welcoming the stranger as a religious one rather than a political one. 

What might change for us?  Would it help us think any differently? 

 

2) Pray, and then move your feet. 

The 2010’s have been a decade of movements more than moments, 

Actions in solidary with others more than solo acts. 

Whether you agree or not about the aims, the causes, or the outcomes, 

Just note with me these: 

 

The 2011 Occupy Wallstreet movement that protested against the bailout 

Of the banks and the 1% at the expense, they said, of the 99%, 

Inspiring protests in 951 cities in 82 countries, calling out the wealth gap, 

Asking for a minimum wage increase, free college,  

And, you might argue, gave rise to popularity of Bernie Sanders and 

Democratic socialism. 

Black Lives Matter,  

The National Women’s March in DC (pink hats) after the 2016 election; 

The #MeToo movement that brought from out of the shadows the sexual 

assault and misogyny that women suffered for years, thinking it was just 

how it was until it wasn’t. 

The March for Lives after the Parkland shooting, 

Including the one here in Boston where we sent two busloads,  

The Global Climate Strike this past September, 

Led mostly by young people, for whom the climate crisis  
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Is not hypothetical or existential but personal. 

It took place in 4500 locations in 150 countries and included more than 7 

million people. 

 

My daughter has been to more marches and public displays of witness 

Than I in my life and she is only 16. 

Said Karyn, who accompanied her on the march in DC. 

“What I loved is that people stopped being alone and reached out 

And talked to people.  In the midst of the anger or the fear, 

I saw people holding each other rather than dragging each other down.” 

My wife, the preacher. 

 

1) Hope – yeah or nay? 

 

All my research led me down dark paths, ok?   

And how we saw the last decade and what it means for the future depends a 

lot on our vantage point,  

our politics, whether the years have been good to us personally, whether or 

not our candidate won, and also how old we are (because young folks are 

worried, I can report). 

I kept coming across stories that said something like that bumper sticker: 

Great Meteor coming.  Just end it. 

 

But for as tumultuous and exhausting as the years have been (and we’re the 

lucky ones),  

I’m looking back inspired by the resistance I have seen to the status quo 

And the longing to make real what is possible, to bend that arc that MLK 
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Spoke of towards love and justice. 

 

So, these hopes for us, our children: 

1) That we finally get serious about climate change.  Australia is on fire. 

CA will be again.  Ice is melting.  It’s too late to stop it, but we can still 

mitigate effects and slow it.  I hope this for our children, for those who 

will come after us. 

2) That we can figure out how to safely gather in public without fear of 

mass shootings in our schools, sanctuaries, big box stores, concerts… 

Because no where feels safe anymore from an outbreak of gun 

violence.  Guns are making it feel impossible for some to be together 

in community.   

3) That we figure out what it means to learn from and live in the midst of 

diversity rather than withdraw into our own social media bubbles or 

encounter digital versions of each other.  This plays it in where we 

shop, by houses, where we live, how we talk and vote about 

immigration, how we think about race, how we think about people 

who believe different religious things than we do.   

It starts by interrupting that thought we have, this list of assumptions 

And judgements we make about people when we see them. That’s 

where it starts…and what we do after that. 

Will you hope with me?  Will we hope together? 

Love and love and love all us, and wish us a very blessed new year. 
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