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“Creating Brave Space in a Mad World” 

Reading and sermon preached by Reverend Carolyn Patierno 

May 1, 2022 – All Souls New London 

 

It’s a mad world – as the song says.  It’s always been mad but of late we’re 

more aware of just how mad – and rageful and unforgiving – is the world.   

 

All of that madness and rage can make even the most confident person 

fearful of speaking one’s mind and exposing one’s heart.  How do you build an 

honest, brave faith community if there is so much fear nipping at the edges?  

 

How did we get here? 

 

I bet you all have a good sense of how we got here.  I’ll offer a few ideas about 

what we collectively know about social media in particular.  Two articles 

published by “The Atlantic” offered helpful insight.  One is titled “The New 

Puritans” and the other is titled “Why the Past 10 Years of American Life Have 

Been Uniquely Stupid:  It’s not just a phase”.   

 

In “The New Puritans” Anne Applebaum sets the stage with the plight of Hester 

Prynne, the central character in the novel The Scarlett Letter.  Even if you never 

read the book, its story is so consistently referenced that you likely get it:  an 

unmarried woman in the 18th century has a baby.  The man with whom Hester 

conceives this child remains anonymous (spoiler alert: he’s the town pastor).  

She bears the weight of humiliation, forced to pin a scarlet “A” on the front of 

her dress for the rest of her life.   

 

It's a gross tale of judgement, hypocrisy, misogyny, cruelty. 

 

Applebaum points out, that although from our 21st century perch we may feel 

superior in considering this story; we have basically become, in her words, the 

“New Puritans” – just as judgmental, hypocritical and cruel as the old Puritans.  

And, I would add, utterly lacking in grace.   

 

Perhaps this “mad world” is really better described as the messy, in-

between world that is hopefully heading into a time of more justice and liberty 

for all through greater honesty and less white-washing of our shared history and 

the traumatic impact of racism and homophobia and misogyny and sexism and 

transphobia and ableism and classism and greed.   Maybe.  I sure hope.    

 

But in this in-between, messy time there’s an awful lot of shaming dressed 

up as a demand for accountability.  Outrage dressed up as righteousness.   All 

of this unleashed without a drop of redemptive grace – a Love that saves.   
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How did this happen?  This fracturing?  This tearing apart of institutions 

upon which democracy and civil discourse depends? 

 

In a word:  algorithms. 

Okay.  As in all things, it’s more complicated.  But the algorithms used by 

Facebook and Twitter particularly unleashed the worst that dwells in the human 

heart.   

 

It didn’t start out that way.  Jonathan Haidt, the writer of “Why the Past 10 

Years of American Life Have Been Uniquely Stupid” points out that by 2008 

Facebook had 100 million users on its way to about 3 billion today.  In that first 

decade, “Facebook was widely believed to be a boon to democracy.”  We 

remember 2011’s “Arab Spring”, for example, and the way that activists used 

Facebook as an effective organizing tool to demand more democratic 

societies.   

 

However, even two years earlier, in 2009, Facebook began to shift.  The 

option to “Like” a post perhaps seems innocuous but it is anything but.  Ditto the 

ability to share a post.  Haidt writes: 

 

The “Like” button began to produce data about what best ‘engaged’ its 

users. Facebook developed algorithms to bring each user the content 

most likely to generate a “like” or some other interaction, eventually 

including the ‘share’ as well.  Later research showed that posts that trigger 

emotions – especially anger at out-groups – are the most likely to be 

shared.”   

 

To make matters worse, relationally, we began to perform more 

(presenting our lives as more rosy than life is) and connect less.  When combined 

with the algorithms that brought particular posts to our attention – ones that 

were more likely to elicit rage – there emerged more dishonesty and yes, mob 

dynamics.  Haidt describes it as bringing “out our most moralistic and least 

reflective selves.”   

 

Haidt writes that,  

 

“A mean tweet doesn’t kill anyone; it is an attempt to shame or punish 

someone publicly while broadcasting one’s own virtue, brilliance, or tribal 

loyalties.  It’s more a dart than a bullet, causing pain but no fatalities.  

Even so, from 2009 to 2012, Facebook and Twitter passed out roughly 1 

billion dart guns globally.  We’ve been shooting one another ever since.”  

 

Such an atmosphere foments fear.  A “chronic fear of getting darted,” says 

Haidt, for not being aware of or caught up on rapidly changing social 
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understanding of and language about any of the sins I named earlier, there is 

the ever present danger of public shaming and social death.   

 

Just a reminder:  shaming does no one no good.   

Applebaum describes the modern online public sphere as a “place of 

rapid conclusions, rigid ideological prisms, and arguments of 280 characters 

[that] favors neither nuance nor ambiguity.”  She laments that too often, 

American cultural institutions, “heeding public demands for rapid retribution … 

sometimes impose the equivalent lifetime of scarlet letters on people who have 

not been accused of anything remotely resembling a crime.  Instead of courts, 

they use secretive bureaucracies. Instead of hearing evidence and witnesses, 

they make judgments behind closed doors.”   

 

Now, to make a clear distinction between public shaming and 

accountability, I offer three words about accountability:  we need it.  For too 

long in our country there has been precious little.  I offer as proof two examples: 

the widely-known “secret” that is sexual harassment and abuse that was finally 

laid bare by courageous women and some men who came forward and 

shared hair-raising stories about perpetrators who abused their power as well as 

the activists and investigative journalists who amplified their stories.  And there’s 

the example of the widely-known “secret” of police brutality toward Black and 

brown folks proven by every video taken and shared in recent years.  Both of 

these examples birthed righteous justice movements that ultimately will make 

our shared lives fairer and more equitable.  We are not there yet.   

 

And that’s not what we’re talking about this morning.   

 

We’re talking about the mess that we’re living in in the meantime … on the way 

to – I hope – a fair and equitable national culture.  We’re talking about when 

accountability goes off track – loses sight of its ultimate albeit lofty goals: 

reconciliation, redemption, a more perfect union.     

 

And we’ll be honest.  The manipulations of social media that brought on 

the mob mentality that has made Americans more fearful and not as smart, as 

the writer reasons, has manifested along the entire continuum of sensitivities and 

sensibilities.  We’ll focus on the progressive end of the continuum where many a 

Unitarian Universalist dwells. 

 

As a Unitarian Universalist body, we are right there living in the messy, in-

between time just like everyone else along the continuum.  There are examples 

on a national level, on a regional level, on a congregational level of reputations 

and careers destroyed without due process – accusations launched on social 

media and tried there.  No nuance.  No complicated dialogue.  No opportunity 

for redeeming grace extended much less accepted.   
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Which is to say, we are not above the fray.  Honestly, as your minister I will 

share that the conflicts that transpired in recent years on the national level in our 

denomination has been an embarrassment to me.   

 

With a good number of concerned colleagues, in an attempt to point out 

problematic features of proposed professional guidelines, I helped craft a 

response as feedback had been invited. The blow back was intense and most 

certainly had the chilling effect of stifling dialogue.  As a result, many of those 

involved in the attempt to raise concerns resigned their membership from our 

professional association, their voices no longer a part of the dialogue.   

 

I did not resign.  I have resigned myself to focus on the vineyard in which I 

toil … on what I can do to counter these false societal pressures. In partnership 

with each of you, what I can do is to co-create a congregational culture that 

inspires a robust accountability by extending an offer of redeeming grace.  That 

understands “brave space” as one that has a commitment to lifelong spiritual 

exploration and learning.  To creating a welcoming, caring, and justice-seeking 

community within and beyond our walls.  But more, a congregational culture 

that puts legs on those commitments. 

 

How to create that community where risk-taking is the norm?  Where 

mistakes are accepted as inevitable and not as an indication of ethical 

depravity?  Where the public stocks are permanently dismantled?   

 

Matt Meyer was our guest preacher back in February.  He shared this 

reading with us then and we share it again this morning:   

 

Together we will create brave space 

Because there is no such thing as a “safe space” 

We exist in the real world 

We all carry scars and we have all caused wounds.  

In this space 

We seek to turn down the volume of the outside world, 

We amplify voices that fight to be heard elsewhere, 

We call each other to more truth and love 

We have the right to start somewhere and continue to grow. 

We have the responsibility to examine what we think we know. 
 

We will not be perfect. 

This space will not be perfect.  

It will not always be what we wish it to be 

But 

It will be our brave space together, 
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And 

We will work on it side by side 

 

By Beth Strano, with additions by Micky ScottBey Jones     

 
 

We live in the real world.  There is no “safe” space here. But we can learn to be 

braver together. We can clasp each other’s hands and then leap into the 

unknown and call those leaps of faith.   We can learn what it means to Love 

each other unconditionally even if sometimes we encounter someone who we 

don’t like as much as we Love them.   

 

As the reading inspires … we can  

 

…  seek to turn down the volume of the outside world  

By raising our voices in song.   

By resting in silence.   

By joining in the din that signals the peace that passes between us.   

Through the laughter and tears that keep the human heart open and 

healthy 
 

We can … amplify voices that fight to be heard elsewhere, 

 By being responsible advocates for justice 

 By our public witness that Black lives matter 

 By learning about the voices that have been for too-long marginalized 
 

We can … call each other to more truth and love 

 By learning together 

 By rejecting the new Puritanism and the useless shame that comes with it 

By offering opportunity to start somewhere and  

         grow from that starting place.   

 

We can …. Take responsibility to examine what we think we know. 

 By holding ourselves and each other accountable  

         in loving and grace-filled ways    

 

 

I’ll conclude with an example of a grace-filled learning here at All Souls.  A few 

Sundays ago, I shared a story about Kyle and Lorraine Allen, of blessed memory. 

You remember that as Kyle came out as transitioning Lorraine offered Kyle what 

she thought was sound advice.  We all laughed from the bottom of our hearts 

and bellies and that, Dear Souls, is an example of grace-filled relationship and 

learning.  Kyle knew Lorraine – and so did many others of us - and assumed that 

her unsolicited, admittedly superficial advice was the only way that Lorraine 
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knew how to express her willingness to walk with Kyle on this journey.  And bless 

Kyle’s big heart, his first reaction was to laugh in telling the story.  That laughter 

rests in an attitude of grace.  An assumption that Lorraine, given time, would do 

better.   

 

Soon thereafter, there was a serious conversation at Elderjourney about 

trans lives.  There were some uninformed and somewhat out-there ideas shared.  

But it was a brave space that offered a starting place for learning.  We all 

emerged better informed and – more importantly – better (not perfect) allies to 

Kyle particularly and the trans community more broadly.   

 

That’s how it works.   

 

Faith communities are messy, flawed, hilarious, inspiring places.  Building 

and living in community can, as Olivia’s mother says to her, “really wear us out.”  

But we love it – and each other anyway.  For the many personalities that fill this 

sanctuary and the online pews … from the divas who don red tights and hats to 

the quiet faithful … we strive to be one people united in a commitment to 

provide sanctuary to each other. *  

 

We strive to counter the rage and virtue signaling in which our mad world 

is drenched.  That is only possible if we build the trust that binds together a brave 

space.   

 

So here’s to the always interesting adventure that is community.  May we 

be the builders of brave space that lead to a deeper Love that transforms our 

lives and the whole world.   Amen.  

 

Amen.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

The following provided insight and inspiration for this sermon.  
   

“The New Puritans” By Anne Applebaum – The Atlantic - August 21, 2021 
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2021/10/new-puritans-mob-justice-
canceled/619818/ 
 

“Why the Past 10 Years of American Life Have Been Uniquely Stupid: It’s Not Just 

a Phase” By Jonathan Haidt – The Atlantic - April 11, 2022 

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2021/10/new-puritans-mob-justice-canceled/619818/
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2021/10/new-puritans-mob-justice-canceled/619818/
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https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2022/05/social-media-democracy-trust-
babel/629369/?utm_source=email&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=share 
 

“Good-bye to You” By Pamela Paul – New York Times - April 28, 2022 
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/04/28/opinion/quitting-twitter.html?searchResultPosition=3 
 

“What College Students Really Think About Cancel Culture” By Jennifer Miller – 

The Atlantic - February 4, 2022 
https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2022/02/college-campus-free-speech-cancel-
culture/621484/ 
 
 

 

*Reference to the Story for All Ages:  Olivia by Ian Falconer 

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2022/05/social-media-democracy-trust-babel/629369/?utm_source=email&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=share
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2022/05/social-media-democracy-trust-babel/629369/?utm_source=email&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=share
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/04/28/opinion/quitting-twitter.html?searchResultPosition=3
https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2022/02/college-campus-free-speech-cancel-culture/621484/
https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2022/02/college-campus-free-speech-cancel-culture/621484/

