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“How I Want to Sing for My Country” 

Reading & sermon preached by Reverend Carolyn Patierno 

November 8, 2020 

 

“November Eyes” (adapted) by Richard Blanco 

 

I question everyone, everything, even the sun 

as I drive east down Main Street — radio off– 

to Amy’s diner. She smiles 

her usual good mornin’ but her eyes askew say 

something like: You believe this? as she wipes 

the counter, tosses aside the Journal Times — 

the election headlines as bitter as the coffee 

she pours for me without a blink. After a cup 

and a blueberry muffin I remember my bills 

are due by the fifteenth — so I cross on Main 

to the post office. Those American flag stamps 

are all Debbie has left. I refuse to buy them: 

a never mind in my eyes which she dismisses 

with a gesture of suit yourself. Bills can wait, 

but not my dog’s treats or the milk I’m out of 

— so I drive up Main again to the Food Basket. 

Paper or plastic, Jan asks me at the checkout, 

but it doesn’t matter. What matters is this: 

she’s been to my bar-b-ques, I’ve donated 

to her son’s football league, we’ve shoveled 

each other’s driveways, we send each other 

Christmas cards. She knows I’m Latino and 

gay. Yet suddenly I don’t know who she is 

as I read the button on her polyester vest: 

Make America Great Again, meaning 

she doesn’t really know me either. We manage 

smiles when she hands me my change, but 

our locked eyes say: nothing — so I dash off — 

I swing by Union Hardware, see Dan who knows me.  

He rings me up, doesn’t say 

Goodbye, says Good luck, as if his eyes can see 

the uncertainty in my own, worried about: 

my immigrant cousin, factory jobs, groped 

women, hijabs, blacklists, bans, the church, 

the deep state, cops, race, and which lives 

matter, hacked votes, refugee camps, 

missiles, suicide bombers, carbon 

footprints, polar bears, my gay marriage,  
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the bills for my preexisting ulcer flaring,  

more guns, more corporate rights, 

the empty Supreme Court seats,  

the border wall, bullying, the demise 

of language, news, the silence of suspicion, 

the uneasy guessing, the surprise of who’s 

who, the cheers and gloating, or jeers and 

swearing, the final picking of sides, right or 

left, red or blue state, city, or town, but no 

grey today except for the November clouds 

looming over Main Street with all the rest 

of our unrest, arrested in our eyes clashing 

against each other’s glares, ready for battle. 

~ from How to Love a Country (Beacon Press, 2019) 

 

 

Like every Sunday preacher recording services ahead of time, I put off finishing 

this sermon until Saturday morning hoping for a definitive presidential election 

result.  That didn’t happen.  That’s okay.  Let every vote count.  And besides 

even with the result, this message would have been the same.   

 

All Souls Day was this past week – a Catholic holy day that invites prayers for the 

faithful departed who now dwell in purgatory that their passage from that place 

to heaven will be swift.   

 

We are not Catholic but we are All Souls and this past week we were certainly 

held in a kind of purgatory - an in-between state of uncertainty.   

 

Purgatory has no place in Unitarian Universalist theology but as it turns out, 

there’s a thread there that needs pulling right about now – the thread that pulls 

us to atonement.   

 

Bernice Johnson Reagon set Ella Baker’s words to music and sang:  “We who 

believe in freedom cannot rest until it comes.  Not needing to clutch for power, 

not needing the light just to shine on me / I need to be just one in the number as 

we stand against tyranny” 

 

Raise your hand at home – raise your hand in the chat – if you thought that you 

would be just one in a LARGE number who with their votes would stand against 

tyranny, would soundly repudiate the racism, sexism, homophobia, transphobia, 

xenophobia, classism and pure cruelty the current administration has amplified 

since 2017.   

https://amzn.to/34jTuto
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You are not alone if you held hope that the vote would be a clear repudiation.  

There was much talk about this hope.  Here’s a sampling from three African 

American journalists: 

 

On Wednesday night, the journalist Joy Reid talks about how she felt on Election 

Night as she witnessed the “red mirage” – the early results that by all predictions 

were going to lean right.  Reid says that for five years she has been reporting on 

Russia, racism, Nazism, impeachment, and covid on top of it all so she thought 

that surely repudiation was coming.  But instead as the night wore on it sunk in: 

“We are still who we thought”, she says.   In restrained understatement she 

concludes, “It’s disappointing.” 

 

Van Jones is a writer and political commentator.  He said, “There’s a moral 

victory and there’s a political victory.  They are not the same thing.  For people 

who saw babies being snatched away from their mothers at the border, people 

are sending their kids into schools where the “N” word is now being used against 

them, people seeing this wave of intolerance, they / we wanted a moral victory 

tonight… a repudiation of this direction.  That it’s this close just hurts.” 

 

Karen Attiah is an editor at the Washington Post.  For context I offer that she was 

Jamal Khashoggi’s editor who you may remember was assassinated at the 

Saudi consulate in Turkey. Attiah also called out the lack of repudiation but 

added that the down-ballot races reflected a lack of interest in holding 

accountable those who enabled the disaster that is the current administration.   

 

“E pluribus unum” – our country’s motto since the 18th century.  “Out of many, 

one.”  The challenge, of course, is that it is so difficult, demoralizing, confounding 

to imagine a path forward that would make out of many Americas, one 

indivisible nation.  How out of many do we make one when we, like the poet, 

“question everyone, everything, even the sun?”  When we look to our neighbors 

and suddenly realize, “I don’t know who you are and you don’t know me.”   

 

Alas, I do not have an answer to this question that asks how to effectively 

respond to this evil except to say that I’ve become bolder in naming it. This 

administration’s policies from immigration to taxation are evil and to put a fine 

point on it, so are the people who put those policies in place. I’m becoming 

bolder in naming my country’s sinfulness exactly as that: sinful.  Bolder in saying 

that unless there is deep atonement we will remain in the purgatory that is of our 

collective making.   
 

Because I know definitions are important to you.   
 

I understand evil and sinfulness as an intentional and uncaring break in right 

relationship with our highest ideals and better angels …a break in right 
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relationship with God without care of how one’s actions adversely affect others.   
 

For example, Richard Blanco’s poem describes the affect the 2016 election had 

on him – the fear he harbored for himself, his family, his country.  In the four years 

that followed his fear proved to be valid. That the pain that has been in full view 

for four years wasn’t soundly repudiated this past week, indicates that there is 

even more work to do in the four years to come.   
 

We know what is being asked of those of us who believe in the freedom that is 

progressive change. For one; we cannot rest – and we won’t.  And we have not.   
 

In part, the presidential election has gone the way it has because of the effort of 

so many Americans to participate in the process.  The past four years has 

brought home the point that democracy – a central Unitarian Universalist value 

– is not a spectator sport.  That we voted in record-breaking numbers is 

something to celebrate – as is the dancing that happened outside a many a 

polling station.  “Joy to the polls!” was a rallying cry.  There was indeed joy at the 

polls.  
 

And here’s what’s also true.  Again, these are the words and wisdom of Richard 

Blanco who wrote: 
 

How I still want to sing [for my country] despite all the truth 

of our wars and our gunshots ringing louder 

than our school bells, our politicians smiling 

lies at the mic, the deadlock of our divided 

voices shouting over each other instead of 

singing together. How I want to sing again— 

beautiful or not, just to be harmony—from 

sea to shining sea—with the only country 

I know enough to know how to sing for. 
 

The United States of America is the only country I know enough to know how to 

sing for.  We sing, “This is my home, the country where my heart is.” But our hearts 

are grieving because we now question everyone, everything. We grieve 

because although the White House will soon be occupied by leaders who know 

something about governing by and for the people, so many people have been 

battered.  So many people have died.  So many people have been deported.  

So many people have been driven from their homes because of storms that 

bring fire and flood and wind.  
 

And still, through all the tumult and the strife, I want to sing for my country. I want 

to sing songs of protest, songs of peace, songs of joy … songs that will move us 

to realize a more perfect union.   
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In a letter sent out this week, UUA president Susan Frederick Gray said that, 

“Unitarian Universalism calls us to repair the moral basis of our common life.”  We 

will not be able to do that unless we find joy in the doing.  Love, truth, and 

beauty will lead the way out of the purgatory in which we currently dwell.   

 

And that work needs to happen no matter who sits in the White House.  You 

know this truth.  You know what we must do. 

 

As my mother would say at this moment, “It’ll be fun!”  And it will.  There will be 

celebration and then the hard work will continue.  Because democracy is not a 

spectator sport. 

 

Let’s go. 

 

Amen and blessed be.   

 

 

 

 

Benediction:  again, from the poet, Richard Blanco 

 

We hold these truths to be self-evident . . . 

We’re the cure for hatred caused by despair. We’re the good morning of a bus 

driver who remembers our name, the tattooed man who gives up his seat on 

the subway. We’re every door held open with a smile when we look into each 

other’s eyes the way we behold the moon. We’re the moon. We’re the promise 

of one people, one breath declaring to one another: I see you. I need you. I am 

you. 

 

 

 

 


