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 Thanksgiving famously commemorates the Pilgrims and the 

Native Americans coming together in peace to celebrate their shared 

life together and their mutual survival of the winter.  This is an iconic 

scene depicted in history books and children’s dioramas all throughout 

our nation.  Contemporary historians tell us that most of what we 

actually know of that event is quite different from the idealized version 

we often think of, but frankly I don’t think most of us care.  Why let the 

facts get in the way of a good story, right?  The story of the Pilgrims and 

the Native Americans at the first Thanksgiving fits neatly into our 

mythos of the beginning of our nation.  We are a nation founded on the 

ideals of the Enlightenment rather than some accident of geography.  

Freedom from religious and political oppression drove the Pilgrims and 

others like them to our shores.  Not everyone who came to America 

had as much choice in the matter as they did, but again that is the 

founding mythos of our nation. 
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 The holiday of Thanksgiving was born a couple hundred years 

later in the mid-nineteenth century as a way to remember that 

moment of cooperation between two different cultures.  Just for a brief 

moment, Europeans and Native Americans recognized that their lives 

and their livelihoods were interdependent in a complex web of 

symbiosis.  They were able to put aside self interest for the common 

good of each other.  Regardless of whether or not they actually ate a 

turkey, or if this was sadly a temporary gesture in a long series of unjust 

treatment of Native people at the hands of the white man, there is still 

something to that myth.  It speaks to some archetypal element deep 

within us. 

 Thanksgiving is a good spiritual practice anyway.  So often we take 

for granted all of the things we have.  It is important to pause and take 

stock of the abundance we do have in our life, both material and 

immaterial.  Particularly since the month that follows seems to be the 

opposite in spirit: longing for what we don’t have and over-consuming 

in anticipation of having the perfect Christmas.  So it is a good spiritual 

practice to pause and assess what we have going for us rather than 

bemoan what we don’t have. 

 There is perhaps no better moment in our life as a nation to try 

and reflect on the positive than right now.  It seems that for the past 
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two months there has been little to celebrate when we open the 

newspapers and read about the behavior of the men and women we 

have elected.  Left to our own devices I am sure that an overwhelming 

sense of thankfulness has not been your reaction or mine these past 

weeks.  Indeed, brokenness, our theme for the month of November, 

seems particularly apt. 

 Of course bemoaning the state of American democracy is nothing 

new.  People have been doing that for years.  I am sure it first started 

before the pumpkin pie had cooled at that first Thanksgiving!  One of 

the most astute analyses of American democracy in theology comes to 

us from Reinhold Niebuhr.  Niebuhr was America’s contribution to what 

has come to be known as the “Neo-Orthodox” movement in Protestant 

theology.  This was a school of thought that tried to makes sense out of 

Christianity and its place in modernity during and especially following 

the Second World War.  Niebuhr was concerned about sin, as it is 

generally called, but not sin in the individual sense that the term is 

normally used.  Typically we think of sin as a very personal thing; I do a 

bad thing and I get some sort of negative karmic consequence.  Or if 

you want to go old school fundamentalist: sin is a state of separation 

from God which only belief in the one true savior can overcome.  

Depending on which flavor of fundamentalism you prefer – Christian, 
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Muslim, Jewish, Hindu or Buddhist – you insert that particular savior as 

the one true and only. 

 At mid-century, however, Reinhold Niebuhr was trying to get 

away from that sort of traditional paradigm of thinking about sin.  

Remember that this is a post-World War Two reflection.  So Niebuhr 

started to ask some new, rather basic questions like, can nations sin?  

Can sin be a sort of collective activity that an entire society can engage 

in?  And if so, how did we get to that point?  So he wrote books with 

titles like “Moral Man and Immoral Society.”  This morning we heard in 

our story from another one of his classic books, “Children of Light, 

Children of Darkness.” 

 Niebuhr picks up this distinction between the two groups from 

the Parable of the Dishonest Steward from Luke’s gospel.  In his 

interpretation of the parable, the children of light are idealists.  They 

are the people who tell us that we should set aside our selfish ways and 

instead aspire to live according to something greater than ourselves.  

Niebuhr is generalizing, of course, so that something greater than 

ourselves varies from group to group.  In a way it is reminiscent of the 

bodhisattva ideal in Buddhism to set aside one’s personal achievement 

of enlightenment and work for the enlightenment of others first. 
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 The children of darkness, on the other hand, are far more worldly 

oriented.  Niebuhr says that the children of darkness, or the children of 

the world if you will, are concerned primarily about themselves.  Their 

primary interest is in acquiring money, but mostly power.  Of course 

Nazi Germany was fresh in his mind at the time, but if I may add some 

commentary; that is an extreme example.  There are many, many 

gradations and levels of this before you get to the Nazis.  Machiavelli 

would be the patron saint of the children of darkness; amoral 

acquisition of power for one’s own sake. 

It is easy to assume that the children of light are the good guys 

and the children of darkness are the bad guys.  In its most simplistic 

form, I suppose that is what Niebuhr is saying, but it is far more 

nuanced than that.  For example, Niebuhr says that both Catholics and 

Communists are children of the light.  They are both idealists who ask 

us to set aside our personal wants and gains for some greater ideal – be 

it the kingdom of God or the collective capital of the state.  In our story 

this morning, he lays the fault of society’s sin not at the feet of the 

children of darkness but at the naiveté of the children of light.  One is 

reminded of Martin Luther King’s assertion that what bothered him 

most was not the, “Glaring noisiness of the so-called bad people, but 

the appalling silence of the so-called good people.”  By the way, King 

did his Ph.D. on Niebuhr’s theology applied in the African American 
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community, so this is more than a coincidental declaration.  Or from 

one of my favorite poems, “The best lack all conviction while the worst 

are filled with passionate intensity.” 

Niebuhr was very critical of religious liberalism which he saw as 

sort of the epitome of the children of light kind of thinking.  I actually 

agree with historian and theologian Gary Dorrien who asserts that 

Niebuhr was not anti-liberal, but rather a liberal who gave a prophetic 

critique of the tradition in which he himself stood.  Think of him as a 

kind of necessary correction to some of our intellectual excesses in the 

mid-twentieth century.  Niebuhr would begin his critique with 

Emerson’s optimism that human beings always work toward the good.  

This was followed by the idea of evolution.  Evolution of course is part 

of the natural world, but it made a huge impact in other areas of 

intellectual life.  People were enamored of the notion that as time goes 

by we are constantly getting better and better.  That is not actually 

what Darwin asserted in biology, but it was what people heard and 

applied to different areas.  Again, never let the facts get in the way of 

good story or mythos right?  So people in the second half of the 

nineteenth century assumed that over the course of the next hundred 

years that science and technology would become tools for the good 

and betterment of humanity.  In Unitarianism, James Freeman Clark 

declared in one of his five points of theology, “The progress of mankind 
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onward and upward forever!”  This notion of eternal progress is where 

we get the term “progressive.” 

Ah but how quickly things turn!  A few decades later Europe 

would experience human ingenuity and scientific innovation in a whole 

new way: in the form of World War One.  Science and technology were 

used by both sides of the conflict to create bigger and better ways to 

kill the enemy.  As a result, an entire generation was wiped out.  World 

War Two once again demonstrated that technology can be used to heal 

or it can be used to wound.  It isn’t a matter of it always being good in 

and of itself.  What was needed was a moral and ethical evolution that 

matched our technology. 

Certainly Niebuhr would not let the Nazis off the hook for the 

terrible atrocities they committed.  But he was not so eager to forgive 

appeasement either.  The children of darkness are wise to the ways of 

the world.  They know how to get things done.  What they lack in 

morality, they make up for in effectiveness.  While not condoning their 

“might makes right” philosophy, Niebuhr is not blind to the fact that 

the children of the light have no good response.  Simply asserting that 

we are all good people and eventually everything will work itself out 

doesn’t make it so. 
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One of the most dramatic examples of this in American history is 

one that we remembered just a couple of days ago: the assassination of 

John F. Kennedy.  Kennedy’s “Camelot” presidency is seen as a moment 

of idealism and hope on the eve of the turbulent 60s.  He was filled 

with vision and inspired a whole generation to imagine what his new 

world might be like.  This of course makes his assassination all the more 

tragic; as if those hopes and dreams had been murdered along with 

him.  Now I don’t know how historically accurate any of this is – this 

story fits a little too neatly into our American mythos.  Sort of like we 

have bought into an Oliver Stone version of American history that 

probably has as many inaccuracies to it as the first Thanksgiving does.  

But let us suspend that for a moment.  With Kennedy’s death the might 

makes right, children of darkness seem to have their moment.  This 

reaches a zenith with Watergate, but continues in both political parties 

for decades. 

While brings us to today, and more specifically to the behavior of 

our politicians in the past few months.  Niebuhr asserted that the 

problem wasn’t with the self-centered children of darkness, but rather 

the naïve children of light.  My question is, are there any children of 

light left in American politics anymore?  Idealism and setting aside 

one’s personal will to power seems to be the first casualty suffered 

when someone gets elected to national office these days!  How many 
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stories have we heard, coming from both parties, about redistricting to 

ensure elections, campaign fundraising as the main priority for most 

candidates, Senate philabuster rules, the fiscal cliff, the government 

shut down, and appealing to one’s base?  Self centeredness, 

partisanship and acquisition of power are the coin of the realm in 

national politics.  The common good of the nation is an idea lifted up 

only among our national monuments rather than the living people who 

work there. 

Obviously the goal is to take the best of both the children of light 

and the children of darkness.  From one we get a moral compass that 

we are not individually the center of the universe, and that we live for 

others at least as much as for ourselves.  And yes the children of 

darkness, the children of the world, teach us about how to actually 

accomplish these things.  They bring a pragmatism that can be applied 

to serve these ideals rather than the ego.  I actually find more hope at 

the local level than on the national one. 

One very concrete example of how the best of the children of 

light and the children of darkness can be brought together happened 

right in this very room a couple of weeks ago.  People from all over the 

Wilmington community, not just the liberals and not just the other 

Unitarian Universalists, came into this sanctuary to hear from about 
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half a dozen African American judges in Delaware.  The topic was the 

rate of incarceration among African American males both in the state of 

Delaware but also nationwide.  This was an event sponsored by our 

Dismantling the New Jim Crow group that is part of the Ministry of 

Compassionate Action; our social justice ministry at First Unitarian 

Church.  I had the pleasure of being a part of this conversation.  It was 

fantastic, not only because of who was in the room, but how the 

conversation was proceeding.  Sometimes how we have a conversation 

is as much a victory as anything else.  This was a public conversation 

about race.  Let me pause right there and ask you how many of those 

you see on a regular basis?  It was a public conversation about race that 

held aloft an ideal – the sense of injustice done to a segment of our 

citizenry that is allowed to proceed under the sanction of the law.  Yet 

there was no magical thinking about how to solve this problem.  These 

were not ivory tower professors having this conversation, they were 

judges.  Former prosecutors and defense lawyers who had years of 

working cases and seeing this issue up close and personal every day.  Of 

course no single conversation fixes a problem like race in America, but 

starting the conversation is a key first step.  We cannot bring about the 

common good for all until we understand what that truly means. 

The common good.  It is a naïve sounding ideal in this time in our 

public life, yet it is the only viable alternative.  Our selfishness and 
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partisan politics has lead to brokenness and ineffectiveness at the 

national level.  It is no wonder then, why Thanksgiving remains an 

important part of our national mythos despite historical inaccuracies.    

We still lift up that moment, that scene from our national story, in 

which the partisan self interests of the Native Americans and Pilgrims 

were laid aside and the common good of mutual survival was 

celebrated.  It is a story worth remembering, and yes being thankful for.  

We can be thankful for hope that brokenness is not the final state of 

our being.  Thankful for a vision of the world that asserts that 

differences can be overcome despite the odds.  Thankful for a sense 

that if they can do it, so can we.  May it be so this Thanksgiving for you, 

for all of us, this year.  Amen Blessed Be. 


