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Deepening the American Dream:
Reflections on the Inner Life and Spirit of Democracy
A Public Forum—September 27, 2005
National Press Club, Washington, D.C.

In the fall of 2005, The Fetzer Institute, in partnership with The Faith & Politics Institute, The Center
for the Study of the Presidency, and Jossey-Bass, sponsored a day-long discussion of the nature and
the impact of the American Dream. The impetus for the conversation was the sponsors’ belief

that honest, meaningful public exchange has to be enlivened if we are to address—in a lasting
way—the problems that face our society.

The event also celebrated the publication of a collection of essays, Deepening the American
Dream: Reflections on the Inner Life and Spirit of Democracy, by the Fetzer Institute and
Jossey-Bass, A Wiley Imprint. The anthology is a collection of essays produced as part
of a multi-year Fetzer project to reflect on the dreams of the American people and the
inner nature of democracy in the twenty-first century.

At the public forum, twelve of America’s most respected thinkers offered their thoughtful
considerations on the spiritual aspects of our country’s dream. The following is a synopsis
of their remarks.

A Message from Tom Beech, Fetzer Institute President and CEO

We hope that conversations such as the one we will share today will help us become more aware
of both the presence and, at times, the seeming absence, of the power of love and forgiveness
in our lives.

We invite you to consider creating your own opportunities for deep discussions of this kind—in your
own hearts, in your families, in your places of vocation, in your own communities, and in the emerging
global community.

One of the themes that will emerge today is captured by the following statement made by Martin
Luther King in 1967, in his last presidential address to the Southern Christian Leadership Conference.

Power, properly understood, is nothing but the ability to achieve
purpose. And one of the great problems of history is that the concepts
of love and power have usually been contrasted as opposite, so that
love is identified with a resignation of power, and power with a
denial of love. We’ve got to get this thing right. What is needed is a
realization that power without love is reckless and abusive, and love
without power is sentimental and anemic. Power at its best is love
implementing the demands of justice, and justice at its best is power
correcting everything that stands against love. It is precisely this
collision of immoral power with powerless morality which constitutes
the major crisis of our time.
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Jacob Needleman: What is America? What
does this country mean? How to interpret America,
our founders—not just our historical founders in
the eighteenth century—but the great men and
women throughout the history and even up to the
present time who in their hearts, their minds, their
courage, are at the origin of this country in a meta-
physical, deep sense. How to bring this great
teaching into relationship to the words and ideas
of liberty, democracy, freedom, and the rights of
man? All these words have become so tired for many
of us or merely associated with external things
without the interior, inner human meaning of them.

Let’s take the two defining events of this society
for the twenty-first century—9/11 and Katrina.
How do we interpret those two in the light of what
we’re searching for here? Let’s take Katrina first.
How do we explain this outpouring of giving? In
the weeks following Katrina, the television has
turned into a kind of revelation. The images of the
dispossessed, the oppressed, the ignored, the pov-
erty, the sorrow, the suffering have come forth into
our living rooms. These images have touched almost
everyone, as though for the first time people are
actually seeing poverty, seeing the dispossessed, the
disenfranchised, and the helpless.

What is touched in us when we see those people,
those faces, and those situations? I believe what is
touched is the impulse to serve, to give, and it is the
essential element in human nature. It’s not only that
we need to be loved and forgiven, but we need to
love and to forgive. If we look at the heart of the
greatest traditions, we’ll see that mankind was built
to serve, was built to give, not to get.

This is a revelation. It is a whole different idea of
human nature than our scientific or academic
establishments would have us believe. The whole
definition of a human being needs to be revised in
the light of these ancient and great traditions, in
the light of Katrina. People are giving because they
finally found something clear to serve. For this
idea of human nature, you’re going to have to go
to the wisdom traditions and to your own experi-
ence—where we know that real happiness comes
from giving.

As for 9/11, it certainly showed us our vulnerability,
and that, of course, was a tremendous shock. It also
showed that we need great ideas, not just arms,
money, policy, or politics. We need to rediscover
the spiritual vision which can match, accept, under-
stand, and give light to any kind of twisting of

It’s not only that we
need to be loved and
forgiven, but we need
to love and to forgive.
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The Inner Life of Democracy
Jacob Needleman and David Abshire

religion that results in violence. We need truth,
we need ideas, and we need that in the form of
conversation, in the form of exchange, with people
selflessly giving their attention to each other. For
that is the one thing we all have that is within our
control, within our power to give to each other—
attention, listening, opening, allowing the other
person in. We must learn to think together; no
one has the answer alone. The answers that we are
searching for can only come in community now.
We need truth, and love, and people willing to
speak together about them. This to me is the spiri-
tual meaning of America at this moment.

David Abshire: There is power in civility. Many
people in Washington don’t believe that. But there is
power in civility, and our history shows it. With my
practical experience in the world of action, I deeply
believe that. The American Dream could be in
tatters, as it has been at certain times in our national
history. Unfortunately today we face a perfect
storm—a combination of terror abroad and conflict
in Iraq, a vast over-commitment of the reserves, our
guard, our citizen soldiers; anti-Americanism around
the world; education under challenge; health care
and runaway costs and our twin deficits with no
good solutions. And just when you think things
could not get worse, we get Katrina, and then we
have Rita. To restore the dream you have to unite
a divided America. If we look at these dangers, we
can give up. But if we look and listen to those great
moments of American history, we can find a way
out, if we will learn from them.

There are two apparent tensions of American
history: commitment and tolerance—seeming
opposites that come together in civility. When you
put them together you get the grace and power of
civility, as our history clearly shows. We do need
passionate, driven commitments—that’s the only
way we won the Revolutionary War, that’s the only
way we preserved the union. This commitment has
to be balanced with tolerance, compassion, and
inclusiveness. What so many of the critics of civility
don’t understand is that through inclusiveness, you
marshal diverse minds and creativity for great
achievement. That’s true in science, it’s true in the
arts, it’s true in politics, and it’s true in nation
building. We did not do that in our preparation
for the conflict in Iraq, and we paid the price.

A lot of people don’t understand what civility is.
They say civility is watering down to the least
common denominator, giving up sacred beliefs.
But civility means respect (which by the way is a



religious value), it means listening, being in dia-
logue, and the chance to get on higher ground and
come to a new creativity. Today’s challenges are
enormous but are not as great as those we faced in
the Constitutional Convention.

Civility made this union possible in the first place.
It seemed doomed at the beginning; there was no
reason why it should have succeeded. Small versus
large states, deep economic interests, the agrarian
South and the commercial North—what kind of
government were we going to create? It was Hamil-
ton who knew we were broke, in debt to the world;
his solution was a highly centralized government,
practically a monarchy. He got up on the con-
vention floor and talked for some say three, some
say four hours. When he finished, there was no
response; he knew he had flopped. He suddenly
said, “I’ve been called back to New York on my law
business,” and left for New York. Then he had an
epiphany. “I’m on the wrong track. If we’re going
to create this union, I’ve got to get together with
this guy Madison.” Madison was different in every
way. Madison knew how to give credit to oppo-
nents and how to balance interests. Hamilton
didn’t know that. They began to work together
and created the Federalist Papers.

It’s also who George Washington was that helped
create this union. He wasn’t that good a general,
but he was a very good chief executive. He was a
man of civility—a deeply spiritual being—as were
all of the founding fathers, who had a Judeo-
Christian heritage and the Enlightenment—the
combination of faith and reason. Washington was
able to deal with the various differences in religion
at the time. He was an Anglican and frequently
went out to the Baptists, the Presbyterians, and to
the synagogue in Rhode Island. He reached out to
people with differences to get on higher ground.
It was the genius of this country.

Lincoln was our greatest war leader and a great
strategist. He knew, more than any other American,
how to reach across lines, as shown in his moving
Second Inaugural “with malice toward none.”
Fast-forward to Franklin Roosevelt, a partisan New
Dealer, who for the war effort turned to the Repub-
licans who could run businesses and brought them
into the government. That’s marshalling talent; this
partisan had become a man of inclusion. And he
had that great servant-leader George Marshall, who
would speak up to Roosevelt. Marshall was also a
genius of marshalling different people to win the
war. That tradition of inclusion was carried on by
Truman, Eisenhower, and Kennedy. But then we
moved into the period of Vietnam and Watergate
and some of the Clinton controversies, and we got
into this polarization.

Civility means respect.
It means listening,
being in dialogue,
the chance to get on
higher ground and come
to a new creativity.
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I was the man called back suddenly from NATO
to get Ronald Reagan out of the ditch around Iran
Contra. Reagan called me and said, “You’re to come
back for three months as my counselor; you’ll report
just to me. You’ll be in the cabinet and you’ll be in
charge of restoring integrity to the White House.
There will be no executive privilege [we’ve had no
other president ever say that]. Every document you’ll
get out, let the chips fall where they may.” Reagan
saved his presidency because he dug a hole and,
unlike Clinton and Nixon, two very talented presi-
dents in different ways, he was able to climb out.
The lesson—if you’re in a hole, you get help and be
inclusive. We’re in a bit of a hole now. We need to
restore that climate in Washington.

My essay ends with religion because I think it needs
to be faced. Is it a divider or a uniter? Alexis de
Tocqueville said this was the most religious nation
in the world but also the most individualistic. Some
of the religious leaders who want to keep everybody
in lockstep wouldn’t like that statement, but I say
that’s the genius of American religion. I believe in
the revitalization of spirituality and that this spir-
itual connection should be brought to the fore.
I’ll end with a quote from my book Saving the
Reagan Presidency:

On September 11, as the ashes of

hate and destruction and doubt settled

across the nation, a renewed connec-

tivity, civility and spirituality arose.

Something sacred indeed happened

as rescue workers and fire fighters and

police insisted on going back to face

almost certain death. There was the

sacrifice that Steven Carter noted in

his definition of civility—so much

of the world joined with us, people

of 91 different nationalities died in

the Twin Towers that awful but now

sacred day. And within days at the

National Cathedral, a rabbi, a Cath-

olic cardinal, a Protestant evangelist

and a Muslim imam all spoke from

the same pulpit, as presidents, Repub-

licans, and Democrats listened. We

must redeem that spirit and realize

the American Dream.



Q: You said that when people see the
poverty coming out of Katrina, that
seeing invokes compassion. What
would help us see more?

Jacob Needleman: You have to want to see; you
have to feel the need to see. Maybe we need help to
know how little we do see. It is difficult to find the
very first step to take. Often we wish to take the
third or fourth step before we take the first step.
What is the first step toward being able to see
ourselves and the other? For many of us it would
probably be to become more thoughtful and think
together. I believe we can do that. I believe we can
meet with each other and think together in a dif-
ferent way, ask questions, become real philosophers.
I think we need philosophical friends who can begin
to understand the human condition in terms of our
conditioned blindness. We see something and then
we forget. We have to learn how much we’re losing
by forgetting. We need to understand this before we
can begin to really feel the need. Once we feel the
need, then I think we’ll find the ways to help.

Q: The truth about ourselves, the truth
we learn from the other, this was
one of the lessons of 9/11. How can
truth make us freer?

David Abshire: In public life, the great enemy
of the presidency is hubris. Roosevelt was a man of
hubris, but he had George Marshall to call him on
it. The founders, I believe partly through their spiri-
tuality, had a remarkable humility, a sense of human
frailty, a sense of the need for checks and balances,
beginning with themselves. I think the presidents
who have gotten into trouble haven’t reached out
for advice, have not been inclusive. The people
around them add to that isolation. So I start with
the presidency and the people around him.

Jacob Needleman: I see it as an interior way;
the truth will set you free inwardly. Free from
what? Free from our illusions, from our emotional
agitation that makes us seek false meaning, that
makes us hate, that makes us lead a life that is
fundamentally hollow, a life that goes nowhere, a
meaningless life. Truth is meaning, and that’s the
kind of freedom found in leaders who are willing
to be corrected, who are willing to hear people
say things they don’t like.

How do we introduce ideas that need to be part of
a civil conversation? Not two people or two parties
shouting at each other, but a conversation where I
can say, “I disagree with your view, but I don’t hate
you.” It’s healthy to have disagreement with views
and opinions, but it’s not healthy to have disagree-
ments of the nature of “I don’t like you. I don’t
want you.” We’ve almost entirely lost civility in this
country. Now if I disagree with you, you hate me,
you will destroy me—that was never the meaning
of the American conversation.

Q: Under the name of terrorism, many
fundamental rights are being
challenged and taken away. I feel
Americans have a great desire not
to see this, because many feel
disempowered rather than realizing
the tremendous power that each of
us does have.

David Abshire: It’s a difficult balance. Some
people were very critical of Lincoln during the Civil
War when he suspended habeas corpus and other
rights. Unfortunately we need to take some of these
steps, because we do have real threats. To me the
way out is to have an outside group each year to
do an audit and look at where you stand, what you
need and what you don’t need.

Jacob Needleman: First, we’re still able to
make our will known in this country. The possib-
ility of speaking up and acting is still there. We
haven’t lost that yet. Second, it’s necessary some-
times to try and see where our opinions come
from—to immerse ourselves in the facts of the
situation, to get the knowledge, to speak to the
other side. We need to have conversations with
people who are on the opposite side, to recognize
that there are intelligent people on the other side
of every one of these opinions.

We’ve almost entirely
lost civility in this
country. Now if I
disagree with you,
you hate me, you
will destroy me—
that was never
the meaning
of the American
conversation.
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Carol Lukensmeyer: What does it mean to be
an American in the twenty-first century? Every
country, every culture has a sense of what it means
to be a part of that culture, a part of that country.
There are enduring qualities, no matter when you
were born, that seem to permeate the meaning and
understanding of who we are. There are also tensions
in these qualities—good and bad, light and shadow.
We make choices about them on a daily basis as
individuals and in cycles collectively as a nation.
Examples of these tensions are freedom for the col-
lective and freedom for the individual, inclusion/
exclusion, unite/divide, and hubris/humility. To
grow as an individual, to grow as a society, we have
to look at these tensions. They challenge us to move
to a new level of definition. We’re at a crossroads in
our history where we, individually and collectively,
will make choices whether to come from our highest
selves and rise to our aspirational identity as a cul-
ture, as citizens, and deepen the American Dream,
or whether we will fall to the lowest common
denominator and let our legacies slide so that his-
tory will show that this is a time when the American
Dream faded.

Carolyn Brown: As I read Jung about how ego
and shadow are two parts of the self, I began to
understand what that meant. We’re whole people.
We have good sides and bad sides. What usually
happens, when you’re least expecting it, you think
that ego, the good part, is all there is of you, and
then out of the blue this other person turns up.
And you say, “Who said that? Where did that come
from?” Societies work this way as well; there are
shadow forces at work in society. As a black Ameri-
can I know about being a social shadow. I also know
about being a social ego. I have enough money that
I can sometimes think I’m on both sides.

In the mid-1990s, I was listening to news anchors
talking about Muslim terrorists. I knew from my
work that Muslims were all over the world—
Indonesia, the Middle East, Central Asia, Africa,
and I knew some Americans who were Muslims
and literate in the Koran. So I knew something
was fishy. I could smell the presence of the shadow.
Then along comes 9/11. There are many glosses to
put on 9/11—one is that this was the eruption of
the shadow into the world. We “the American ego,”
had imagined that we were safe, that “they” were
“over there” and couldn’t do much harm, and then
9/11 happened. 55555

We should all probably thank President Bush, when
he constructed his view of the world and the axis of
evil. He made it very clear that he was thinking in
archetypal terms. Usually it’s better coded than that,
but in fact if you think about terrorism, we’re really
thinking about archetypes with great power: They
have no real faith. They’re lurking in the dark. We
don’t know who they are. They’re out there some-
where, and they’re going to get us.

I’m not so simple-minded to think that all the
diplomatic issues we’re dealing with are archetypes,
but I’ve found it very useful to think in those kinds
of patterns. When you see a pattern, then you’re
free to not act on it. The question is how we’re
going to get that freedom. If you listen to the cur-
rents and the undercurrents ahead of time, you can
then deal with them. When you are able to listen
and know what’s going on, then you’re living in a
space of freedom.

Robert Inchausti: The topic of being an Ameri-
can in the twenty-first century brought to mind
Franz Kafka. One of my favorite books is Conversa-
tions with Kafka, about a student who would visit
Kafka at his job at the insurance company. At one
point during their discussions, there was a Com-
munist rally taking place outside the window. The
student said to Kafka, “You are critical of the
modern world. Why aren’t you out there with the
Communists working for revolution?” And Kafka
said, “That’s the problem with the modern world.
Everything goes by false names. They call them-
selves revolutionaries; they’re really totalitarians.
The capitalists call themselves free marketers; they’re
really monopolists. I have a good job here at the
insurance company. Don’t kid yourself, it’s a form
of penal servitude. Tonight I’m going home to my
nice little apartment and do some writing. No, I’m
going home and locking myself in my prison cell
and looking for my soul.” That description of how
words mean and how words don’t mean what we
assume brings us to our problem in talking about
democracy and America. Democracy is one of those
wonderful slippery words that means very different
things to different people.

Let me give you another story from my own expe-
rience. I taught an American literature class, and
one of my students came in who was a Vietnamese
immigrant. She had been a boat person and had

To Be an American in the Twenty-first
Century: The Question of Power and Love
Carolyn Lukensmeyer, Carolyn Brown, Betty Sue Flowers,
Robert Inchausti, and Vincent Harding

We’re at a crossroads
in our history where
we, individually and
collectively, will make
choices whether to
come from our highest
selves and rise to our
aspirational identity as
a culture, as citizens,
and deepen the Ameri-
can Dream, or whether
we will fall to the lowest
common denominator
and let our legacies
slide so that history
will show that this is
a time when the Ameri-
can Dream faded.



come to the United States when she was about six
or seven. She identified quite a lot with the Puritan
writers, because she thought of them as boat people.
She wanted to thank me for the American lit class.
I said, “That’s okay, they pay me for it.” She said,
“No, you don’t understand. My parents always told
me that America was a great country, the greatest
country in the world, and I never saw it. All I saw
was strip malls, bad television shows, and large
pickup trucks. But now that I’ve taken your class
on American literature, I know what makes Amer-
ica great.” I said, “Can you tell me?” She said,
“Ralph Waldo Emerson.” Now what struck me
about that is that she picked a nineteenth century
American writer and that her favorite American
writers were all nineteenth century transcenden-
talists: Emerson, Whitman, Thoreau, Dickinson,
Lincoln, and Douglas. Now why would she pick
that particular period?

It was a period that defined democracy, not simply
as a political technique but as a cultural premise. It
was a cosmic principle that if every individual spoke
their truth, that together that truth would be a
shared truth. I don’t think that concept of democ-
racy is shared in the modern world. We’re much
more conscious of epistemological problems and
relativity. We see democracy as just voting and
politics. My immigrant student was looking for
something deeper. She was looking for some sort
of cultural principle that would tie this country
together. It was a harder sell for my students who
were born here; they assumed that they already
understood the American Dream and were more
interested in how to be successful citizens within it.

But in many ways they didn’t understand the Amer-
ican Dream as this student did. The American
Dream isn’t just about success. It’s about the experi-
ment, and she wanted to be part of the experiment.
I think that’s part of deepening the American
Dream. It’s keeping that cultural vision alive which
is really at the heart of what we’re talking about
when we’re talking about civility. It’s a belief in
something profoundly universal.

Betty Sue Flowers: In the West four major
myths have shaped us. A Hero Myth is still very
active because it’s the most exciting myth, and TV
is full of it. You can’t tell a political story without
having white hats and black hats, without couching
it in terms of a hero myth. The Religious Myth in
medieval times was the basis of civilization and
culture. Our nation was founded on the Enlighten-
ment Myth. It is a myth of democracy, a myth of
truth that was still going strong in the nineteenth
century among those who saw that everyone’s truth
added together created a great nation.

And finally there’s the myth that we are in now, the
Economic Myth, in which not competition (because
that goes with the Hero Myth) but monopoly
(winner takes all) is the goal. In the Economic Myth
growth is the good. Language doesn’t matter as
much as numbers and images, which is why it’s the
first truly global myth. That makes it very powerful.
For me the tension always present in American
society is: Are we engaged or not engaged? Are we
present or watching TV? We have to be present,
because our footprint on this earth and in the world
is so large. Our myth is taking over the other myths
in the world. The Economic Myth is now the
bedrock of the cultural system under which the
world operates.

It looks bad because there is a lot of poverty in the
Economic Myth. But what is wonderful about the
Economic Myth is, if you look at it closely, a new
myth can arise from it in a powerful way. The
Economic Myth, at its heart, shows that we are all
interconnected economically. If we truly get that
fact, we might go from there to other forms of inter-
connection, such as ecological interconnection,
which we know to be a fact but which is not in the
consciousness of human beings. I believe there are
even stronger forms of interconnectedness. This
touches on the spiritual dimension of human kind
and our grand destiny as human beings on this
planet. Those interconnections can arise naturally
as a new myth out of the Economic Myth. I say
can arise. It is not necessarily the case that it will.
It takes a rising of consciousness that sees us in
interconnected ways for that to happen.

We have to be aware of the myth that we’re in. When
we talk as a nation, that’s the story from which we are
speaking. Simply countering it doesn’t work. We have
to go from deep within it and move it to a new place.

I’m reminded of something that happened in Texas.
We had a God-given right to throw our beer cans
and trash on the highway from our pickups, until
a campaign came out against littering and signs
went up all over the state, “Don’t mess with Texas.”
Almost overnight, it wasn’t that the problem was
solved, but it was changed; you could see it. What
it did was take the proud, individualistic energy
(it didn’t counter it) and turn it to a different end.
We can do the same with the Economic Myth if we
are aware every minute of our interconnectedness.
That’s the opportunity of Katrina. The opportu-
nity of all tragedy is that awareness, but the task is
sustaining that awareness, because the heart goes
up and down. It takes the mind and institution
building to sustain the insights of the heart that
happen in a moment. And that’s, I think, part of
what this project is all about, sustaining the insight
of those moments of heart.
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Vincent Harding: When I heard our topic—to
be an American in the twenty-first century—what
immediately came to mind were the words of one
of the great Americans, Ralph Waldo Emerson,
who said, “To be an American is an arduous task.”
Then that shifts me into the midst of the twentieth
century, where these two fascinating, very different
but very connected brothers named Martin and
Malcolm both stood in the midst of the American
Dream and began to testify to the reality of the
American Nightmare. For Martin, who was a
beloved friend, I remember that his seeing the
nightmare came powerfully just after that iconic
moment here in Washington, D.C. The top of the
dream seemed to be blasted away just three weeks
later as the little girls were bombed out of life. In
my mind, to be an American in the twenty-first
century is to live without flinching in the face of
the reality that there is a nightmare deeply embed-
ded at the heart of the dream.

We are called to pay attention, to see, to look very
hard at what Katrina threw up for us all to deal
with—the nightmare of race and racism and class
and fear. Perhaps America’s original sins and original
terrors were there for us all to see if we want to see.
What I am suggesting is that I don’t believe that we
can really perceive the dream unless we are willing
to face the nightmare. We cannot even dream the
dream unless we are ready to wrestle with the night-
mare. The dream without the nightmare in America
is immaturity and superficiality and therefore very
dangerous to life, our inner life, our external life.
For we cannot heal the wounded dream unless we
are present to the nightmare and unless we are
willing to let it be present to us.

We cannot wrestle adequately unless we find real
wrestling partners. As we scan the makeup of this
city and then scan the makeup of this room, we
know that there is much work for us to do to find
real wrestling partners. It is all right for us to do
some light-weight wrestling with each other. But
there is some nightmare wrestling that we need in
order to grow, in order to heal.

And when we find our partners, we will find our
capacity to wrestle with nightmares. I look forward
to it myself. Perhaps we will even find that we are
really wrestling with angels. Let’s see what happens
when angels and nightmares come together. Let
them come. Neither we as individuals nor our
nation can be healed without facing the nightmares
and doing the wrestling. And if there is anything
within us that says “Can we do it?” what I keep
hearing is my dear sister Fannie Lou Hamer saying,
“Keep on. Keep on, keeping on.” Let the wrestling
continue. And when I hear us wondering, I hear my
brother Caesar Chavez and his sister Delores Huerta
saying “Sí se puede. It can be done. It can be done.”

I pass on to you that encouragement because what
keeps me living and going is that there are women
and men who have refused to stop wrestling with the
nightmare. If we are good for anything, then it must
be that we are good for carrying on that wrestling
that will not let us go until we are healed.

Q: What is the combination of challenges
and choices we now have, individually
and collectively, about what it means
to be an American in the twenty-first
century?

Betty Sue Flowers: Wrestling with the night-
mare. One reason there was such an outpouring
after Katrina was that people felt they knew what to
do. It was very simple—send money. The problem
with these endemic nightmares is that sometimes
people of good will do not know what to do. In
their helplessness, they turn off from the scene.
Somehow Martin Luther King crystallized some-
thing so that we knew what we had to do. We had
to pass a voting rights act; we had to march in order
to get enough will to send a message to Congress to
pass civil rights and voting rights. There was some-
thing very specific to do. What is there specific to
do for those of us living outside of New Orleans
and watching television?

Vincent Harding: I want to share a story I heard
on NPR. There was a series of interviews with
people after Katrina and particularly people from
the New Orleans area. In this case, a white Southern
woman was being interviewed in a shelter in Florida.
She said, “It is amazing how many of these people
in Florida (she was talking about white people)
want to offer me guns if I go back to New Orleans.
I tell them they’re crazy. I don’t want any guns to g
o back to my home. But that is what is on their
minds.” Then she told the story about the next-
door community that sent its police with guns to
keep the poor black people from the New Orleans
Ninth Ward from getting into their community.
This woman then said in a powerful way, “This is
a crazy country, because with one hand they’re
offering help and relief and money and the other
hand is holding a gun.”

I think what we’ve got to do is at least begin by
looking at that craziness. Look at the fact that we
are crazy when it comes to these issues of race and
class. What do you do when you have lost the sense
of sanity? It means revisiting who we are and what
we’re about. Where does healing come from? It
almost might require, using a terrible term, being
“born again” as Americans. Maybe America needs
to be born again and nobody, Dr. King or anybody
else, can tell us how to do that. Before he died, he
wasn’t just talking about voting. He was talking 77777
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about dealing with materialism, dealing with racism,
dealing with militarism. I suspect now he would say,
“Look hard, look hard at who we are and get into
conversations with other people, especially people
we feel close to and ask: Where are we? Who are we?
How did we get this way? What is the way forward
and the way out?”

Carolyn Brown: We certainly have to deal
with it on those large levels, but there are also small
levels at which we have to deal with it. In a way the
Katrinas of the world are easy, because it is clear
what to do. But there are so many small cruelties,
small evils, and small dehumanizations that we do
in our own lives every single day. I think we all have
to attend carefully to our own inner life. Whatever
you do in the world is going to be changed and
influenced by the person you are when you enter
into that space. I think our first, not our only, but
our first, obligation is to be sure that the person
that we bring into every encounter is a person who
knows not only our good but, as much as we can,
our evil, our blindness, or our confusion. So we
don’t corrupt as much with our own inner stuff.
None of us is going to be pure, but if we can have
purer conversations, the solutions that we struggle
toward can be, will be, wiser. I think all of our
great leaders, spiritual leaders, have known about
their own limitations, their own evil, and their own
shadow. I don’t think King was under any illusions
that he was a saint. It is out of coming to terms
with those dark parts of our selves that we have a
ghost of a chance of doing something in the world
that doesn’t bring that darkness with it.

Robert Inchausti: One of the interesting things
that Vincent brought up about Katrina is that it
does indicate something about the modern Ameri-
can character—we are pretty good problem solvers,
but not very good seers. When those images about
Katrina were up on the television screen, the imme-
diate response was to solve it by getting a new
FEMA director or identifying where the breakdown
occurred. It is as if by tinkering with the mechanism
of governance you can somehow avert the horror
of the nightmare. Vince invited us to open our eyes
and look at the nightmare as something deeper than
just the corrupt politics of New Orleans. Deepening
the American Dream invites us not to turn away or
to turn it into some simple issue of getting a new
FEMA director and now everything is hunky-dory,
because it isn’t. If we want to grapple with the
nightmare, it’s going to take more than just those
kinds of solutions.

Carol Lukensmeyer: What is it that is keeping
people from being empowered, keeping them from
speaking their voice? I fear that our response to
Katrina, as Robert has just said, will become part
of the iconic American character. “Yes, we can do
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this. Yes, we can rebuild.” In The Washington Post,
there was an article about a meeting on the Hill
with the large contractors and developers of the
country being invited to talk about how to allocate
the 200 billion dollars that may be on the table for
rebuilding New Orleans. The last line of the article
said that the seminar was sponsored by Hallibur-
ton—this in a country which stands on its hubris
about corruption of governments in Third World
countries. Do we have the courage to see and take
action? This a time when every single American who
was appalled by what we saw on television can speak
our voice, can write a letter to the editor, can call or
write our Congressman that the rebuilding in New
Orleans and along the Gulf Coast must involve the
voices of the poor, the underclass, particularly the
African-American communities that were devas-
tated. If we allow this country to do this rebuilding
and sweep all this under the carpet, it is as much
your and my responsibility as it is the people who
sponsored that meeting on the Hill yesterday.

Q: I haven’t heard much about our power-
lessness as Americans in the face of
so much broken in the world—I think
that’s our shadow.

Betty Sue Flowers: I love the phrase that
America has to be “born again.” What an amazing
movement that would be. What would it mean to
be “born again,” to go back to first principles? What
would that look like? I think it’s in our power to
do that. It wouldn’t take many more people than
are sitting in this room. It took fewer people to start
the American Revolution . . . what stops us?

Vincent Harding: Why do you want to hear the
word powerlessness? I take it that you realize that
there’s a difference between feeling helpless and
being powerless. It is worthy of meditation, because
we do have great power, and one of the things we
choose to do is not to exercise our power because of
what it might do to us. A wonderful friend of mine
used to say, “Listen Vincent, anything that people
have messed up, people can fix up.” We can even
fix up our ways of having democratic conversations
together. You have the power. Don’t keep wanting
to name powerlessness when it’s not true.

Robert Inchausti: I think the question of
powerlessness is an interesting one because power
isn’t just the way the politicians or the media define
it, as voter blocks and demographics. Power comes
from speaking the truth, and any individual can
speak the truth. It’s hard to do. We’re here trying to
speak the truth together because it is so hard for us
to speak it individually. But that’s where the power
of the individual comes from; it comes from
speaking the truth and personal integrity. It doesn’t
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Doug Tanner: I was born in 1947 and spent my
adolescence in western North Carolina in the ’50s
and early ’60s. I don’t remember anyone in my
family or my community talking about the Ameri-
can Dream. I suspect it was different in a part of
the country where there were first- and second-
generation immigrants, but most of us had been
there for quite a while. We didn’t think about the
American Dream, per se. It simply wasn’t part of
my frame of reference until the days following 1963
when Dr. King stood at the Lincoln Memorial and
spoke the words now familiar. “I say now today,
my friends, even though we face the difficulties of
today and tomorrow, I still have a dream. It is a
dream deeply rooted in the American Dream. I
have a dream that one day this nation will rise up
and live out the true meaning of its creed—we
hold these truths to be self-evident that all men
[and if he were saying it today he would surely add
‘all women’] are created equal.” Now that statement
presented quite a challenge to my white Southern
world. There was a lot of resistance to embracing
it. At the heart of much of the resistance was a fear
that if we fully faced the truth of the pain and the
injustice our society had imposed on black people,
we would be overwhelmed by a sense of guilt from
which there would be no escape. We would lose
the moorings provided by our hubris.

It has been my good fortune to experience the power
of love and forgiveness from African-Americans over
the forty-two years since 1963, and it has led me
to trust in the power of grace. In 2005 I find that it
isn’t only Southerners who refuse to face the truths
that are painful. We white Americans generally do
not own the truth of the dark side of our nation’s
history. We still insist on telling our national story
such that it diminishes the role played by others
and denies the significance of injustices and pain
imposed on those same others. We sometimes be-
have as though our very identity lies in the power
of denial. It is time for us to grow up. Opening
ourselves to the healing power of grace requires our
daring to trust in it enough to face sometimes pain-
ful truths of who we really are; to remember and
reflect on our history and grieve parts of it, includ-
ing those that strip us of our innocence; to experi-
ence compassion that flows readily when we know

The American Dream and the Emerging
Global Community
Doug Tanner, Abdul Aziz Said, Huston Smith, Betty Sue Flowers

beyond doubt our common humanity with all
others; and to receive the hope and creativity that
come when we cease pouring our energies into
denial and self-justification.

At the National Cathedral here in Washington soon
after September 11, 2001, Archbishop Desmond
Tutu asked us to embrace our experience of that
painful day. “Welcome to the world,” he said.
“Now you know that you are vulnerable like the
rest of us.” I appreciated his welcome.

I work with members of Congress and others con-
nected to Capitol Hill, trying to hold on to a piece
of our souls in the midst of that scene. We do a lot
of work around the spirit and wisdom of the Civil
Rights movement. After September 11, I felt hit
hard enough that I didn’t know which way to turn.
Fortunately, a week or ten days after 9/11, still
shaken, without any clarity on that front, I had a
meeting with then-Ambassador Sheila Sisulu from
South Africa. We were beginning to plan a trip
to South Africa to look at the whole history there,
particularly the past thirty years or so. As I drove up
Rock Creek Parkway, I began to feel some measure
of peace that increased as I walked up the stairs to
her office. I became wonderfully aware that this
woman and her people had been through a set of
trials that made our experience relatively minimal.
And more than that, they had come out of it with
an adherence to a vision of community that required
facing truth, trusting grace, and finding ways to go
forward together.

I think that our exploration of the beginnings of a
global dream may have special resonance with that
South African experience. The Fetzer mission is to
foster the awareness of the power and love in the
emerging global community. That mission is a
statement of fact and of faith. It is a fact that global
connections are emerging ever more forcibly. It is
a statement of faith that in those connections there
is the essence of a genuine global community.

Abdul Aziz Said: This is a prayer of peace.
Turning the tide from violence to peace begins with
prayer. In prayer, we can nurture our light in the
spirit of sanction and confession with the hope that
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necessarily come from organizing or writing letters
to your Congressman about issues that have already
been framed by very clever advertising agencies.

That’s where the “born again” notion is so central.
We have to be “born again” into ourselves before
we can be effective in the world.



it will illuminate the consciousness of darkened
souls whose suffering has made a home to terror
and fear. We pray that our light be used to warm
and give comfort to those places in the heart that
have surrendered to hatred and despair, and bring
clarity and peace to their hearts. This is the prayer
of dignity. We pray for human dignity to rise from
the spirit by remembering all of the men, women,
and children who have lived and continue to live
with fear and horror as present and constant com-
panions. This is a prayer of humanity. We pray for
the military and civilian men, women, and children
who are struggling with the fear and ugliness of
man’s inhumanity to man. This is the prayer of
interdependence. Let us connect our hearts and
energies with the world and its being so that those
poor souls who are caught in the storm of violence
may know peace.

In my travels and experience, be it in South Africa,
New Zealand, Brazil, Australia, Jerusalem, what is
seen and felt of the American Dream is Abraham
Lincoln. They remember him. They remember
Martin Luther King. It is domestic policy and
events that speak to our dream, to the struggles
we have had. Achieving a global, unifying consen-
sus is possible. It can be done. But it has to be
felt and argued. It involves both the head and the
heart. It is possible because humankind is one,
and every human community has received streams
of divine truth.

Leadership and truth. Leadership implies a common
appreciation of the environment in which we are
working. Leadership involves participating in the
formulation of common goals with others. Coordin-
ating efforts with others, establishing mechanisms
for cooperation, developing solidarity, setting an
ethical form—that’s leadership.

We as Americans can and should participate in
the development of a global system of checks and
balances—a different dance of power not formu-
lated solely on military power. We, as Americans,
can participate in aligning human principles and
facing the principal challenges. One big challenge
facing all of us is poverty.

We are always pursuing democracy as an ideology
of promoting our national interests. This is the
wrong way of pursuing democracy. Bragging about
the United States is the wrong way of pursuing
democracy. But there is a right way that is in our
history. We can play very important roles in democ-
racy, but in supporting roles, not roles of producers
and directors, as we have been playing in the past.
It is indeed consistent with our dream to participate
in the emerging international consciousness, in the
affirmation of brotherhood and sisterhood on the
planet, in the stewardship of the planet, and in the
passion for sacred justice and social justice. 1010101010

We can also participate in the development of global
citizenship. But if we continue to pursue the path of
America the strong, our forefathers and foremothers
and their memories become forgotten, for they
wanted to build the city on a hill. They did not want
to become another imperial power; that’s the path of
America the strong, but it’s not the path of America
the brave.

Let me conclude with a story about birds: “The
birds had a conference, talking to one another. One
bird said to other birds, “If my love takes you away
from the world and makes you forget the past, and
your heart sees only the present, then come to me.”
Innocence is our nationality; simplicity is our
identity. It’s given only to those who stay to build
a new homeland. We Americans are heirs to an
old order of violence. Thank you for inviting us
to become new architects of a new order predicated
on solidarity, because the whole world needs the
whole world.

Charles Gibbs: I’d like to invite the global
community into this room. We sit in as much safety
as human beings can probably experience in this life.
There are millions of our sisters and brothers who
would love to have the opportunity to sit in this
place and experience what we are experiencing. I
invite us to take a moment in silence to be grateful
for the blessings we have. And to invite in the spirit
of our sisters and brothers from around the world
who may live each day in fear and live each day
wondering where the next meal will come from and
if there will be a meal for them. Let them be with us
that they might be refreshed and restored as we are
in each other’s company.

Over the past nine years, I’ve been privileged to
have a living experience of what a global commu-
nity might look like. There are people every day
all over the world who bring together incredible
diversity, but with a shared sense of commitment
to build together a better future for all people. I’d
like to share a few possibilities of what’s important
for that community.

The first comes from a story about the Buddha. It
is said that a group of people went to the Buddha
and said, “We want to know what you are. Are you
a god?” And the Buddha said, “No.” “Are you an
angel?” And the Buddha said, “No.” “Are you a
saint?” And the Buddha said, “No.” “Well, what
are you then?” The Buddha answered, “I’m awake.”

We have heard about the nightmare that is embed-
ded in the American Dream. There is indeed a
nightmare embedded in a global dream that doesn’t
quite exist yet. For there to be a global dream, the
first thing we need to be is “awake.” We need to
find ways to feel ourselves in relationship with our
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sisters and brothers of all different traditions, of
all different countries, all different cultures, all
different races, all different sizes and shapes, men
and women, young and old. We need to feel in vital
ways that that is our community to create, to seek
out experiences that will help us to awaken to that
possibility. The Buddha also said that every human
being contains within the seeds of everything a
human being is capable of—the seeds of love and
the seeds of hatred, of selfishness, of generosity, and
on and on.

And which of those seeds grow? The seeds that are
nourished. Humanity has spent incredible resources
over the centuries developing the technologies of
war, yet we are infants at developing the technolo-
gies of peace and reconciliation. As we create a
consciousness that we are one people on this earth,
we can begin to ask in vital ways what practices we
need to develop. If we would have a global dream,
we need to dream with each other and we need to
ask how that can be a dream that does not carry
with it a huge nightmare. And it is only by opening
our hearts to each other, to listening deeply to some-
one we imagine to be the other, and discovering
that the other is a brother or sister.

On September 12, 2001, the United Religions
Global Council had a conference call that had been
scheduled for months. We had an enormous agenda,
yet we realized in that moment that the business was
not that important. What was most important was
to hear what people in twenty-one countries around
the world had in their hearts and on their minds at
that moment. So we spent most of the call hearing
from people all over the world, hearing the sense of
grief for what happened to the human community,
a sense of solidarity with the people in this country,
a sense of welcome, in a deeply painful way, wel-
come to the world so many of us live in. It was a
community of people taking the time to put aside
everything else and say we need to hear from each
other. The last voice came from a wonderful Sikh
leader in New Delhi, a man named Uhindersaign,
and his words were, “God bless America.” I have
traveled enough in India to know that those aren’t
the first words many Indians say about America. I
would leave us today with a question: How many
times, in our lives, do we stop and say: “God bless
India.” Or “God bless Pakistan, God Bless Cam-
eroon, God Bless Argentina”? We need to open our
minds, our hearts, and our ears to this extraordinary
world that we’re a part of, to take our place as one
among many if we wish to create what I believe we
are here to create, a dream for all people, which will
cause us to give everything we are and everything
we have to make that dream a reality for everyone.

Betty Sue Flowers: After 9/11 we heard a lot
about the export of democracy, but it seems to me
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that we ought to look more closely at what the
American Dream might be. I would make a modest
proposal that rather than concentrating on exporting
democracy, we concentrate on acknowledging in
this country and others those inalienable rights that
God has endowed every human creature with, that
our country was founded on—life, liberty, and the
pursuit of happiness. Inalienable means you can’t
give them away, even if you wanted to. These are
rights that are endowed by the creator.

Life. If, instead of exporting democracy, we thought
of honoring the dignity of every human life—where
would that lead us?

Liberty. Liberty depends on truth; we shall know
the truth and the truth shall make us free. We’re here
in the National Press Club. We haven’t talked much
about the media but we do need them in so far as
they are capable to record the truth, and then we
need to know how to listen.

There are four kinds of listening. One is not really
listening—you just dump what you have to say and
wait impatiently while the other person dumps
what they have to say. In a second form, you’re lis-
tening to the argument you can defeat. You’re
listening “in order to…” There’s a third kind of
listening where you’re listening empathetically from
the other person’s shoes, and that is a very great
skill to develop. Then there’s a fourth kind of lis-
tening which is needed in America’s relation to the
global community. And that is listening together
for the future that wants to emerge. That’s the kind
of dreaming that we really need to begin to do.

Rather than exporting democracy, we might begin
to think of acknowledging the inalienable rights that
every human being has by virtue of being a human
being. Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.
The pursuit of happiness—if you look closely at
happiness, we are into the spiritual dimension. True
happiness comes from those values of community—
foremost of among them love—that lead deeper
and deeper into the human spirit.

Huston Smith: I may be the only surviving
human being who was present at the founding of
the United Nations in San Francisco. The huge
auditorium was filled with delegates from all over
the world, but they wanted, and I bless them for
this, to have a little touch of equality. Not just the
high and mighty. So they reserved the last three rows
for us commoners. I got up at 5 a.m. and I was
there. It was a thrilling, thrilling day. But we haven’t
kept our “hand on the plow” (a line from the United
Nations song) very well.

What can one person do? My first story concerns
Vaclav Havel, whom some credit with being the
greatest statesman of the twentieth century because
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Carol Lukensmeyer: I think one of the most
accurate quotes to capture the reality of our world
is the Dickens’ line “It was the best of times; it was
the worst of times.” We’re living in a time where
globally there is a resurgence of the persistence and
resilience of the human spirit to move for freedom
and dignity. Over the past twenty years, more
human beings than at any other time in human
history have moved collectively to transform the
structures that were oppressing their lives to be
democratic. The Yellow Revolution in the Philip-
pines—no one believed that Marcos could be
overthrown without a bloody revolution. The fall
of the Berlin Wall—many of us grew up believing
that the Cold War could not end without a bloody
war. The Velvet Revolution which released the hold
of Communism on Czechoslovakia. The collapse
of the Soviet Union. The end of apartheid in South
Africa. And most recently the Orange Revolution
in the Ukraine, and Lebanon standing up to Syria.
No one believed any of those things could happen
without hundreds of thousands of human beings’
lives sacrificed.

During that same period “the worst of times” is
equally visible to us. We said never again, at the end
of World War II. Yet in the past fifteen years, we’ve
watched genocide in Bosnia, in Rwanda, and we are
still watching genocide in the Sudan. In addition,
we have to take seriously that the advanced democ-
racies of the world have yet to come into alignment
with what collective human consciousness is clearly
ready to nurture and evolve. We must start having
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democratic conversations about the inalienable
rights of all living beings and of the responsibility
collectively of humanity to create structures,
mechanisms, and processes that use power in ways
that those inalienable rights are protected for every
living species.

I’m not a historian, but I know this is not the first
time in human history when the collective con-
sciousness of individuals, not just individuals, but
the collective consciousness of individuals, is more
enlightened than the controlling consciousness of
the institutions that wield positional power. We’re
seeing played out in front of us, practically on a
weekly, monthly basis, the power of the collective
consciousness to be expressed in a way that does
the unimaginable—removes oppression without
bloodshed. And we are watching, on an almost
weekly basis, the entrenched hold of institutions
that fear losing power in responding to that new
vision and that hold power in ways that by defini-
tion mean they are abusing that power.

We have the possibility of doing the unimaginable.
We have the possibility of changing our institutional
structures to match what our hearts and minds
know are the right things to do. So if we’re living in
a time when collective individual consciousness is
ahead of the consciousness being held in positional
power, what are the human qualities that we need to
really create fertile ground to be stronger, more
visible, more available? What is it that we support
about each other as human beings to respond to the
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he negotiated the union of the Czechs and the
Slovaks without violence. Having done that, he
stepped down from public office. I happened to
catch the news when the reporters were all around,
asking, “This is your farewell to public life. Are you
optimistic?” He said, “No, when I look out on the
condition of the world, I am not optimistic.” Then
he said, “But I am hopeful.” “What’s the differ-
ence?” “Optimism depends on psyching out the
future, and nobody can do that. But hope comes
in at a different angle; hope is the conviction that
when one gives one’s very best to the challenge at
hand, it will be a meaningful act.” He gave an
example of a family with a severely autistic child.
Are they optimistic that their child is going to be
normal or even significantly improved? No, they
know the facts. But that does not stop them from
pouring all the affection and the love that they can
on that child. Vaclav Havel said, “I think we can
all agree that that would be a meaningful act.”

My second story relates to the same question:
What can one person do? This is a teaching story
from the Buddhist tradition. In Japan, up in the
hills, there lived a monk. Once a day he would go
into town with his begging bowl. He went in at
noon, and a mother approached him and asked if
he would come into their modest little cottage and
have the noon meal with them. He readily agreed,
and she explained that she was asking this because
she had a wayward son. She saw no way, nothing
she could do, to bring him around. She hoped that
the monk might be able to help him. The monk
went in. They sat down at the table. Nobody said a
word. The sullen boy looked down, shoveling in his
rice. But when the meal was over and the time came
for the priest to leave, the young man tied the rope
of the Monk’s sandal, and when he did that he felt
a drop of water on his head. He looked up and saw
that the monk was weeping, knowing what was
likely to happen—not only in what the boy might
do to other people, but in what was in store for him.



human spirit’s move to the future? This has implica-
tions for our education system, for our families, for
our churches.

We need the courage to speak our truth. Embedded
in that courage is the courage to listen to other
people’s truths and to know, even if in the moment
those truths seem to be diametrically opposed, there
is space for both. In advanced democracies, we all
need to have more courage for taking responsibility
for the creation of safe democratic spaces in what-
ever context we operate. We generally think of safe
democratic spaces to be the government’s responsi-
bility. But have you walked into a public school
lately? It is as important to create safe democratic
spaces for our schools as it is in our government,
and on and on.

The second quality is compassion. I’m not enough
of a scholar to say clearly the distinctions between
love and compassion. But we know the difference
of influence moved with a hardened heart compared
with influence and power utilized from a position
of compassion. Now that is a tough thing to do in
the world in the way we’ve organized it. It’s why
most of us have lived our lives with zones of privacy,
almost invisible to the people who work with us on
a daily basis—we do that to protect the vulnerability
and the woundedness of our own hearts. But each
step any one of us makes to risk leadership, with
compassionate openheartedness, opens up space for
someone else to do the same.

The third quality is imagination. If I could wave a
wand to influence families’ and schools’ treatment
of children, the single critical factor I’d pay the most
attention to is how those educational spaces are
designed to encourage and support the expression
of each child’s imagination. In the era of change
that we’re going through, the resource of the human
imagination may be our most potentially saving
hope. You cannot take an action that you cannot
imagine. Thank God, a small number of people
in the Philippines imagined the possibility of the
Yellow Revolution. Thank God, a small number
of people in South Africa imagined and lived their
lives with the belief and understanding that they
could deconstruct apartheid without hundreds of
thousands of people dying. We have to be able to
imagine in advanced democracies how we are going
to change individually and collectively the hundreds
of thousands of people in this country who honestly
do feel powerless. Now maybe they shouldn’t feel
powerless and maybe they aren’t, from anyone else’s
view of their life. But that is their current internal
experience until we create the democratic spaces
where they experience agency, where they experience
“I can make a difference.”

1313131313

After the 2000 election, I believed that the impact
would be for thousands of people to be more dedi-
cated to vote, because it was so obvious that every
vote matters. So I went to counties in Florida,
particularly the African-American communities,
and listened. There was not a huge surge and belief
of the importance of their agency and their single
votes. It was one more life experience that fit their
experience that “no matter what we do, they will
keep us from voting.” So it had the opposite effect
than I expected. My point is, whatever framework
you’re sitting in, whatever it is that you imagine
will help someone to move from powerlessness to
agency—what you really need to do is to listen to
what they imagine would help them move from
powerlessness to agency.

The last piece is a skill, the ability to see the inter-
connectedness and to think systemically before you
take action to influence for change. So much well-
intended social action is done without thinking of
the unintended consequences on other levels of
systems. How do you learn to think this way? Every
time you’re thinking about an impact—maybe the
starting point is the individual, your office, the state
government—remember, all systems are embedded,
small to big and back up and down. Consciously
do the analysis. If I do this in this small group, what
will happen to every individual in the group? What
will happen to the work unit the group sits inside
of? Do the analysis systemically before you match
your intention to your action. See the interconnec-
tion and learn to think systemically relative to
influence and action.

I think our responsibility as Americans is to look
deeply and seriously at the health of our own dem-
ocracy and how we collectively evolve our demo-
cratic structures as we’ve watched so many people
collectively evolve their governance structures over
the past twenty years. It’s serious business. I see
many signs of hope, and I see many signs of
discouragement. But I don’t yet hear the common
dialogue of the imperativeness of the discussion in
terms of who we are as a democratic society. So
here’s my mantra: Who is responsible for the whole?
We all are.

It seemed this quote was the right way to close my
remarks. It’s part of a Navajo chant. I know real
reconciliation in this country cannot happen until
we deal with the healing for race, class, and our own
version of genocide. “Then he was told, remember
what you have seen, because everything forgotten
returns to the circling winds.” We have a choice to
deal with these issues now or let them return to the
circling winds so some other generation will have
to step up to what we didn’t.

Each step any one
of us makes to risk
leadership, with
compassionate open-
heartedness, opens
up space for someone
else to do the same.

The resource of the
human imagination
may be our most
potentially saving
hope. You cannot
take an action that
you cannot imagine.



America’s public discourse since September 11,
2001, has been dominated by three themes: fear,
anger, and retaliation. But as I have tried to listen
beyond these words of war—listen for the simple
humanity that public rhetoric often obscures—
what I have heard in the background is a chorus
of broken hearts.

I heard the first voices in this chorus as I tried to
understand the religious fundamentalism that has
become such a powerful driver of both Middle
Eastern and American politics. I could make no
sense of the fundamentalist mentality—nor could
I feel any empathy for it—until I began to realize
how deeply it has been shaped by genuine heart-
break over the conditions of the post-modern world.

In that same moment I realized that I shared some
of their heartbreak, and that I had heard people
of many stripes express a similar sensibility, espe-
cially in the wake of September 11: Republicans,
Democrats, and independents; citizens for and
against the war; soldiers and pacifists; Jews, Mus-
lims, and Christians; religious liberals as well as
fundamentalists; and, of course, the people of Iraq,
and millions like them around the world, whose
hearts are broken daily by economic, political, and
military violence.

It is true that we differ in what breaks our hearts,
sometimes radically; what breaks yours may even
satisfy mine. But in a world where common ground
is hard to find, I began to wonder if the widely
shared pain of heartbreak itself might somehow help
to connect us. Might exploring our brokenhearted-
ness and ways of responding to it reveal more of our
common humanity? Might it help harness the spiri-
tual powers of the heart to movements for justice
and peace? Might a “coalition of the brokenhearted”
help deepen the American Dream?

The rhetoric of heartbreak may seem too personal
or sentimental for politics, and yet diagnosing,
addressing, and manipulating heartbreak has long
been a part of realpolitik. Advocacy related to the
issues most likely to break people’s hearts—abortion,
marriage and the family, the education of our chil-
dren, and religion in public life, to name a few—
always generates political energy, for better or for
worse. The word “heartbreak” may be rare in the
literature of political science, but the human reality
it points to is an engine of political life, a fact per-
haps better understood on the right than on the left.
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The Politics of the Brokenhearted:
On Holding the Tensions of Democracy
Parker Palmer

A story from my own Quaker tradition illustrates
what the politics of the brokenhearted looks like at
its best—and reveals the peculiar demands that this
sort of politics makes on its practitioners. It is the
story of John Woolman, an American Quaker from
New Jersey (1720–1772). A tailor by trade, Wool-
man lived among Quaker farmers and merchants
whose affluence depended heavily on slave labor.

Heartbreak involves a painful contradiction between
reality as one perceives it and the way one believes
things should be—and it works for good or ill
depending, in part, on how one holds that tension.
John Woolman’s heart was broken by the contradic-
tion between the Quaker belief in human equality
and the fact that many Quakers owned slaves. But
he refused to suppress that tension or resolve it
prematurely, either through violence or theological
sleight of hand. Instead, he called his community to
join him in living consciously, with self-awareness,
in the tension between belief and practice—and to
resolve it authentically by setting their slaves free.

Woolman’s Quaker meeting could not reach
consensus on his proposal, one way or the other.
But, convinced of Woolman’s integrity, they agreed
to hold the tension with him by supporting him
in a traveling ministry. For the next two decades,
Woolman shared his conviction with Quakers up
and down the east coast, always “walking his talk.”
He wore undyed clothing, because dye was a prod-
uct of slave labor. He would fast rather than eat a
meal prepared or served by slaves. If he learned that
he had inadvertently benefited from a slave’s work,
he would insist on paying that person.

The tension John Woolman held constantly broke
his heart. But hold it he did—for twenty long years–
until Quakers became the first religious community
in American to free their slaves, some eighty years
before the Civil War. A few years later, in 1783,
Quakers petitioned the Congress to correct the
“complicated evils” and “unrighteous commerce”
created by the enslavement of human beings. And
from 1827 onward, Quakers played a key role in
developing the Underground Railroad.

These outcomes were possible because not only
Woolman but the entire Quaker community held
the tension long enough for many hearts to be
opened. Like Woolman himself, the community
refused to resolve the matter prematurely, either by
banishing Woolman or taking a quick vote to let

Heartbreak involves a
painful contradiction
between reality as one
perceives it and the way
one believes things
should be.



the slave-owning majority have its way. They trusted
the tension to do its work as they tested their diverse
convictions in dialogue and labored to achieve unity.
They practiced the politics of the brokenhearted at
its best.

John Woolman’s story allows us to distinguish between
two kinds of “broken hearts.” The first, of course, is
the conventional image of a heart exploded into a
thousand shards—shards that sometimes become
shrapnel aimed at the source of our pain. Every day,
untold numbers of people try to “pick up the pieces,”
some of them taking grim satisfaction in the way the
heart’s explosion has injured their enemies. Here, a
broken heart is an unresolved wound that sometimes
becomes a wound inflicted upon others. When we
fail to hold the tension, heartbreak can scatter the
seeds of violence.

But, as Woolman’s story reveals, there is another way
to visualize a broken heart. Here, as we learn to hold
the tension, this tight, clenched fist called a heart is
“broken open” into greater capacity to accommodate
our own pain and the world’s. This, too, happens
every day. Who among us has not seen, in our own
or other people’s lives, that compassion can be the
fruit of great suffering? Here, heartbreak becomes
a source of healing, deepening our empathy and
extending our ability to reach out. And this kind of
heartbreak can plant seeds of peace, as the exemplars
of nonviolence have shown us.

Of course, the heart does not break open toward
compassion simply because one wants it to. The
capacity to hold tension in a life-giving way is the
outcome of personal and communal spiritual
practices that help open the heart.

John Woolman, grounded in the Quaker disciplines
of contemplation, did three kinds of inner work
that helped keep his heart open: (1) he penetrated
his community’s illusions about themselves and their
world, a process that always creates tension; (2) he
patiently held the pain of disillusionment rather
than trying to evade it or resolve it prematurely, and
he called others to do the same; (3) he made space
within and around himself so that the pain could
settle and a deeper wisdom emerge.

Equally important, the Quaker community to
which Woolman belonged made decisions by a
process known to the world as consensus. Itself a
contemplative discipline that requires us to hold
contradictions openly until we can resolve them
truthfully, no matter how long it takes, consensual
decision making allowed the entire Quaker commu-
nity to engage the tension with Woolman, trusting
that it would take them somewhere worth going.

If we want to encourage the politics of the broken-
hearted at its best, we must find ways to weave 1515151515

practices of this sort into our personal and institu-
tional lives—in our schools and religious commu-
nities, for example—offering people experiences
of holding tension in the microcosm that can
transform their participation in the macrocosm.

The image of a heart broken open into largeness
by holding tension in trust is not my private poetic
fancy. It is a central strand of three wisdom tradi-
tions that are woven deep into the fabric of Ameri-
can culture—Judaism, Christianity, and secular
humanism. And it is, of course, a key virtue of
democracy itself.

For Jews, learning to live openheartedly in the face
of heartbreak is a historical imperative. So Jewish
teaching stresses the importance of a broken-open
heart, as in this Hasidic tale relayed in E.F. Schu-
macher’s Small Is Beautiful: Economics as If People
Mattered. A disciple asks the rebbe: “Why does
Torah tell us to ‘place these words upon your hearts’?
Why does it not tell us to place these holy words in
our hearts?” The rebbe answers: “It is because as we
are, our hearts are closed, and we cannot place the
holy words in our hearts. So we place them on top
of our hearts. And there they stay until, one day,
the heart breaks and the words fall in.”

In Christian tradition, the broken-open heart is vir-
tually indistinguishable from the image of the cross.
It was on the cross that God’s heart was broken for
the sake of humankind, broken open into a love that
Christ’s followers are called to emulate.

Humanism does not speak explicitly of the broken-
open heart, but the idea is implicit in this secular
tradition. Here, scholars and citizens alike are urged
to develop a capacity to hold the tension of oppo-
sites without being torn apart. So a “liberal” edu-
cation—the education befitting a free person—
attempts to empower people to think and act
creatively in the force-fields of ambiguity, contra-
diction, and paradox.

Given the power of these three traditions in shaping
the American Dream, it is no wonder that diversity,
conflict, and tension, far from being the enemies of
democracy, are among its primary reasons for being.
Democracy at its best is a celebration of creative
conflict, and its institutions are designed as looms
sturdy enough to hold the tensions that come with
weaving the fabric of a common life.

But those institutions depend on the trust of both
citizens and leaders that a free and patient play of
conflicting ideas will open us to a truer view of the
world—its needs, its resources, its potentials—
issuing in political decisions that serve the common
good. This trust is the virtue Lincoln appealed to in
his first inaugural address—at a time of crisis not
unlike our own—when he urged Americans to hold

The capacity to hold
tension in a life-giving
way is the outcome of
personal and communal
spiritual practices that
help open the heart.



the tension around the issues of slavery and seces-
sion, that their hearts might be broken open, not
apart:

My countrymen … think calmly and well
upon this whole subject. Nothing valuable
can be lost by taking time. If there be an
object to hurry any of you, in hot haste,
to a step which you would never take
deliberately, that object will be frustrated
by taking time; but no good object can
be frustrated by it.

We needed Lincoln’s wisdom on September 11,
2001, when America experienced a heartbreak that,
for a moment, united people at home and abroad
across many great divides. It was a moment of
national vulnerability that offered a historic oppor-
tunity to keep the heart open, even as we explored
ways to bring our attackers to justice.

Had we held the tension longer, we might have
begun to understand that the terror Americans felt
on September 11, 2001, has long been the daily
fare of people around the world. That insight might
have deepened our capacity for global empathy,
empathy for the alien “other.” That empathy, in
turn, might have helped us become a more respon-
sible, compassionate, member of the international
community, altering some American policies and
practices that contribute to the terror felt by people
in distant lands. And those actions might have made
the world a safer place for everyone, including us.

But, as a people and as a nation-state, we were
unable to hold the tensions of September 11 for
long. Instead, the American heart shut down like
a fist and struck back. Could we have chosen
differently? Could we have held the tension of
September 11 in a way that did not create such
widespread devastation? If you buy the notion
that political imperatives are irresistible and
immutable, the answer is no: we did what nation-
states always do, given the power to do it.

But if you cannot abandon the notion that human
beings are moral agents with freedom and the power
of choice, then the answer has to be yes. We could
have held the tensions of September 11 more crea-
tively, responding to them in a more life-giving way.
Our hearts might have been opened, for example,
to William Sloane Coffin’s proposal in “Despair Is
Not an Option,” which does not take evil lightly
but recognizes that the way we respond helps
determine how far evil will spread:

We will respond, but not in kind. We will
not seek to avenge the death of innocent
Americans by the death of innocent
victims elsewhere, lest we become what we
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abhor. We refuse to ratchet up the cycle of
violence that brings only ever more death,
destruction, and deprivation. What we
will do is build coalitions with other
nations. We will share intelligence, freeze
assets, and engage in forceful extradition
of terrorists if internationally sanctioned.
[We will] do all in [our] power to see
justice done, but by the force of law only,
never the law of force.

I have come to think of holding the tension between
reality and possibility as “standing in the tragic gap.”
The gap is “tragic” because it is the inevitable out-
come of the flawed nature of human life: there will
always be a gap between what is and what could
be—and the moment that gap closes in a particular
situation, another gap opens up as new visions of
possibility call us forward.

When we fail to stand in the gap, falling out on one
side or the other, we render ourselves irrelevant to
the great work of world-making.

People who collapse into “reality” untempered by
possibility become cynics, embracing a realpolitik
that targets and exploits the worst human impulses
as a way of gaining power. They tell us that life is a
jungle, then proceed to make it more so by becom-
ing predators. People who collapse into “possibility”
untempered by reality become dreamy idealists,
embracing a utopianism that can be as dangerous as
cynicism. They float above the political fray, leaving
the ongoing struggle for power untouched by the
values they claim to represent.

Democracy depends on our capacity to stand in
the tragic gap with hearts of hope … refusing to
abdicate our citizenship by collapsing into either
resigned cynicism or irrelevant utopianism.

Name anyone famous for his or her devotion to the
common good. I cannot think of a person fitting
that description who has not spent long years
standing in the tragic gap. Such people came to
trust, not resist, the journey of heartbreak described
by Sufi master Hazrat Inayat Khan: “God breaks the
heart again and again and again until it stays open.”

Terry Tempest Williams wrote, “The human heart
is the first home of democracy.” The human heart,
she says,

… is where we embrace our questions.
Can we be equitable? Can we be generous?
Can we listen with our whole beings, not
just our minds, and offer our attention rather
than our opinions? And do we have enough
resolve in our hearts to act courageously,
relentlessly, without giving up—ever—

Democracy depends
on our capacity to stand
in the tragic gap with
hearts of hope …
refusing to abdicate
our citizenship by
collapsing into either
resigned cynicism or
irrelevant utopianism.



trusting our fellow citizens to join with
us in our determined pursuit of a living
democracy?

The heart is the house of empathy whose
door opens when we receive the pain of
others. This is where bravery lives, where
we find our mettle to give and receive, to
love and be loved, to stand in the center of
uncertainty with strength, not fear, under-
standing this is all there is. The heart is
the path to wisdom because it dares to be
vulnerable in the presence of power.

And history tells us that when the heart “dares to be
vulnerable in the presence of power,” it can become
a source of countervailing power, keeping our best
hopes alive in the hardest of places and times.

Q: Is it necessary to have a community
in order to sustain an open heart?

Carolyn Brown: I don’t know if it’s necessary,
but it sure makes it a heck of a lot easier. I think
there are times when—with enough personal disci-
pline, reflection time, meditation—it is possible to
hold it open. But in the Buddhist tradition, they
talk about sangha as being as important as dharma,
and that reflects that carrying an open heart in a
community, by definition, creates a larger impact.
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It’s not simply about
finding people who
can help sustain your
heart; it’s about
crafting communities
that know how to hold
dissent in a way that
keeps opening
everyone’s heart.

Parker Palmer: My response would be along
the same lines, except to say that I would not have
known how to do this in my own lifetime without
a lot of relational and communal support. And I
still struggle with doing it. The thing that strikes me
that I’d really like to underscore about the story of
John Woolman is how remarkable it was that his
community held the tension with him. Here’s a
fellow challenging the community at its very core.
We know what happens in most religious commu-
nities today when something like that comes up—
that person either gets shouted down or thrown out.
Here’s a community that said, “We can’t see our way
to agree with you, but we do not doubt your integ-
rity. We will support you and your family as long as
it takes for you to live out your leading, for you to
take those twenty years to try and persuade us of the
evil of our ways.” That’s an extraordinary thing for
a community to do.

Today our communities are trigger-happy to get
rid of the dissenter, often by the quick vote, which
is why Quakers have always refused to take a vote.
They regard voting as an act of violence. If 51 per-
cent can tell 49 percent where to get off, it’s an act
of violence. They have developed a form of decision
making that requires all of them to hold the tension.
So my standard around this is high. It’s not simply
about finding people who can help sustain your
heart; it’s about crafting communities that know
how to hold dissent in a way that keeps opening
everyone’s heart. And that drives it deeper to the
place where I think it needs to go.
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