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 When I walk out the front door of the house I live in, I can cross the cul-de-sac and take a walk in the woods.  I 

can stroll through 1900 acres of beautiful pine woods, swim or fish in nine kettle ponds, bike eight miles of bike paths and 

be back in time for supper.  And the great thing is, it all belongs to me.  And an even greater thing is that it all belongs to 

you, and to every other citizen of Massachusetts.  It’s called Nickerson State Park. 

 Nickerson is what we might call a public good.  It is owned by the public and, subject to certain rules, it is 

available to the public for recreational uses.  

 This land was not always open to the public.  A hundred years ago, it was a private hunting preserve of the 

Nickerson family, part of the same estate of the landed gentry whose mansion, with its intricate Italian craftsmanship, is 

today the main building of Ocean Edge Resort.
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 Nickerson is the oldest state park in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.  It would be nice if the original settlers, 

or the founding fathers or some group way back when had recognized the public need for places to be set aside, but that’s 

not the way it happened.  The place where I bike and swim today was, a century ago, the place where the Gilded Age 

gentlemen went to hunt deer and ducks. It still gives pleasure, but by being a public good, it gives pleasure to greater 

numbers of people. 

 America is blessed with an abundance of public goods. Our state and national parks and forests, our conservation 

trust lands, our public schools, libraries, health systems, are all benefits I want to lift up this morning.   

 And these public goods belong to us, to all of us, because previous governments have been far-sighted enough to 

invest in them.  Because previous governments have governed in the public interest.  And it is the public interest that I 

want to talk about this morning. 

 Let’s face it, the public interest is not a sexy subject.  Decades of conservative rhetoric have done a job on it.  

Taxes levied to pay for goods in the public interest have been portrayed as theft, rather than as investment in the future.  

So it seems so nineteen seventies to talk about the public interest. 

 And here in New England we don’t make a cult of it, we just deal with it matter-of-factly every year at town 

meeting.  Do we need a new Fire Station? How much is it going to cost?  Can we get it cheaper?  We rarely get into big 

philosophical tussles about the public interest, but stick to the practical.  

 But not so on the national level.  Amid all the fireworks exploding from Donald Trump’s pen, I’m struck by how 

acutely the public interest is being threatened by both legislative and executive branches in the present era. Speaking of 

public lands, the Congress has already passed legislation which would make it easier to enact future legislation to sell 

public lands to private interests, one of the issues dear to the heart of the occupiers of that wildlife reserve in Washington 

last year. We have a nominee for Secretary of Education who never attended public schools and is hostile to them. We 

have a Secretary of State who just left a company with billions of dollars at stake in the question of continuing sanctions 

against Russia.  We have a Secretary of Energy who vowed in the 2012 primary debates to pull the plug on that 

department. 

 Conservatives have touted for decades the supposed benefits of privatizing services traditionally performed by 

government.  Now it appears they have privatized the federal government itself.     

 Public goods are tangible things – you can take a walk in a state park, visit a public school, watch your postman 

bring the world to your door.  The public interest which lies behind the public good is often more abstract and harder to 

see, but it is even more important; it is the goose that lays the golden egg of general welfare.  It is why some of the 

original thirteen colonies, such as the one you’re sitting in, chose not to call themselves states but commonwealths, 

because they conceived of their governments as devoted to the common good. 

 What is the public interest? We start not in the realm of politics but in the realm of ethics.  Jesus preached in the 
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Sermon on the Mount that we should love our enemies, and then he stated the reason we should do this:(Matthew 5: 46-7) 

“if you love those who love you, what reward do you have? Do not even the tax collectors do the same? 47 And if you 

greet only your brothers and sisters, what more are you doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles do the same? 48 Be 

perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” 

 In other words, most people in society practice some kind of kindness towards others, but many of us do this so 

that others will practice kindness towards us.  It is in our self-interest to treat others well, so that we will be treated well in 

return.  This is what we might call a utilitarian ethic: do good so good will be done to you. 

 But what happens when others do evil to you?  Do you do evil back to them?  Jesus says no, here’s how you can 

show that you are more ethical than the Gentiles: continue to do good to people even when they do bad to you.  And when 

you’re doing this, you’re no longer acting out of self-interest.  Indeed, your self-interest may counsel you to retaliate in 

kind against the bad deed done to you.   

 Jesus is preaching a higher ethic: let love be the wellspring of your actions, no matter what is done to you.  In the 

parable of the Good Samaritan I just read, the Samaritan has no reward for his act of kindness in saving the stranger 

beaten on the side of the road. 

 As Christianity evolved, the utilitarian ethic showed up most broadly in considering the afterlife: be good in this 

life so you will go to heaven, don’t do bad or you’ll go to hell.  This was standard orthodox Christian reasoning, and both 

Universalists and Unitarians attacked it; the Universalists said there was no hell anyway, and both said if you have to have 

carrot and stick in order to be virtuous, there isn’t much virtue in you.  

 Jesus’ ethic higher than self-interest came to be called disinterestedness.  Rev. William Ellery Channing, who is 

justly called the father of American Unitarianism, gave a speech on “Self-Culture” in 1838.  It was about cultivating the 

whole person, and he advocating cultivating the mind, but said the intellect without the moral sense was nothing, and the 

highest moral virtue was disinterestedness: 

“Now I reverence as much as any man, the intellect.  But let us never exalt it above the moral principle... Whoever desires 

that his intellect may grow up to soundness, to healthy vigor, must begin with moral discipline.  Reading and study are not 

enough to perfect the power of thought.  One thing above all is needful, and that is the Disinterestedness which is the very 

soul of virtue. To gain truth, which is the object of the understanding, I must seek it disinterestedly.  Here is the first and 

grand condition of intellectual progress.  I must choose to receive the truth, no matter how it bears on myself.  I must 

follow it, no matter where it leads, what interests it opposes, to what persecution or loss it lays me open, from what party 

it severs me, or to what party it allies.
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 Disinterestedness is the soul of virtue.  I read somewhere that it is one of Judaism’s 613 Mitzvot, or 

commandments, to do a favor for someone which they can’t repay, and that is the origin of the custom at Jewish funerals 

of placing a shovelful of earth on the grave.  Though my family is not Jewish, we did this for my mother; to help bury the 

dead when the dead cannot return the favor is the essence of disinterestedness. 

 So disinterestedness, what we would today call the public interest, was an ethical and religious principle, but it 

also was absorbed into the philosophy of government.  In the gestation period for our new government, as they sought the 

best design of government to replace the Articles of Confederation, our founding fathers worried about the tendency of 

popular rule to get swept away by passions, for local interests to trump national ones.  Here is a letter from the future 

fourth President, James Madison, to the future First President, George Washington, as the Constitution was taking shape, 

April 16, 1787, which holds out the ideal of disinterested decision-making but wonders how it may most practically be 

assured: 

“The great desideratum which has not yet been found for Republican Governments seems to be some disinterested and 

dispassionate umpire in disputes between different passions and interests in the State. The majority who alone have the 

right of decision, have frequently an interest real or supposed in abusing it. In Monarchies the sovereign is more neutral to 

the interests and views of different parties, but, unfortunately he too often forms interests of his own repugnant to those of 

the whole. Might not the national prerogative here suggested [that is, a strong national government] be found sufficiently 

disinterested for the decision of local questions of policy, whilst it would itself be sufficiently restrained from the pursuit 

of interests adverse to those of the whole Society.” 

 In other words, majorities rule in democracies, but majorities don’t always pursue the public interest. 
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There needs to be some check on the power of the majority.  And this is why the founding fathers came up with the idea 

of a bill of rights, of constitutional freedoms of all citizens which could not be taken away by an act of Congress.  The 

right to free speech, free press, freedom of religion may be rights which accrue to individuals, but in sum total their 

protection is in the public interest.  Or to put it differently, there is a public interest in limiting the public power of the 

majority. 

 Now from what I have seen and heard of President Trump in the last few days, if he were here this morning, he 

would probably claim that he is acting in the public interest, in the interest of the American people.  In his oft-stated view, 

the country is spinning on the verge of disaster, threatened by Muslim terrorists, Mexican rapists, dysfunctional inner 

cities and the flight of manufacturing jobs to Mexico and China.  He would say that the strong measures he is ordering 

have been needed for years in the public interest.  As he said in his inaugural address, he wants to put America First. 

 By our UU sixth principle we covenant to affirm and promote “the goal of world community with peace, liberty 

and justice for all.”  By our seventh, we promote “respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a 

part.”  As UUs, we start from the fundamental interconnectedness of all humanity, as well as non-human parts of the 

world.  

 In answer to the lawyer’s question, “who is my neighbor?” Jesus told a parable which has as its hero  a Samaritan; 

the Samaritans were people despised by the Jews of his day.  The implication is clear: your neighbor is the person you are 

taught to fear and loathe wherever situated in the world. 

 John Donne said, “no man is an island.”  The rugged individual, owing nothing to anybody, is a dangerous fiction.  

True public interest recognizes that human commerce or communication or travel does not end at arbitrary national 

borders, and that the world-wide public is best served if countries which have the power to impose restrictions refrain 

from doing so.  

 But there is more than that.  Some of you were here on Friday for the showing of Michael Moore’s film, “Where 

to Invade Next?” It was kind of a mockumentary where he “invaded” country after country looking for ideas he could 

bring back to America.  Such ideas as really good school lunches (France), long paid vacations and parental leave (Italy), 

humane corrections system with a focus on rehabilitation rather than punishment (Norway), a short school week 

(Finland), free university tuition (Slovenia).  What he found in each instance was a recognition by everyone he talked to in 

the society that it was in the public interest to have these benefits extended to all.  We can have these things here; we can 

afford them.  

 From what we know to date, we could write the script for the administration’s rebuttal to what I just said: we 

can’t afford to be generous and we have to look out for our own because the world is in such bad shape.  If there were a 

forum in which rational debate could be had, we could question the administration’s factual premises: what evidence do 

you have that the crime rate is spiraling out of control, that criminals are coming up from Mexico, that terrorists are 

mingling with refugees from Syria?   

 But we know there will never be a forum in which these facts are debated because Donald Trump has decided 

they are true, and as we have found out, he will double down on his opinions and bolster them with remarks like “I read 

this” or “you tell me.”  He will avoid press conferences and give interviews only with selected friendly reporters. 

 But the actions of the new administration belie any real concern for the public interest.  Those who are most 

interested in a point of view, who have most vigorously advocated for interests opposed to the public interests, are the 

very ones who have seized power – in education, in the environment, in foreign policy, even in the Department of Justice.  

President Trump is correct that the statutory law forbidding most government officials from having conflicts of interest 

don’t apply to him, and he has refused the advice of ethics experts to divest himself of his business holdings.  But the 

recent executive order banning travel from majority-Muslim states, which has thrown the country’s airports into chaos, 

just happens not to apply to three majority-Muslim states in which the Trump Organization does business: Turkey, Saudi 

Arabia and Egypt
3
.   

 We are witnessing a maelstrom of offensive activities and a belligerent battle with the news media over truth.  

Those are worthy of note, but I suspect they are a smokescreen to divert our attention from the underlying problem which 

is the complete and utter disregard for the public interest shown by all those charged with acting on it.  The foxes have not 

only been allowed into the henhouses, they have been given the keys. 

 Does anyone care?  I think we ought to.  My bet is that the whole point of all this present noise is as a cover for 
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what’s to come. 

 President Trump signed his immigration order on Holocaust Remembrance Day.  Some of Jews who perished in 

the Holocaust tried to get out of Europe in 1939, before the war began. But they were turned away by immigration 

policies in Cuba, Canada and the United States, so their ship had to return to Europe, where the refugees were at the 

mercy of the Nazis.  It is a sad symbolism that today we are refusing the Syrians whose lives have been shattered. 

 What is taking place is tragic and completely avoidable.  The core of America is not what we are but what we 

aspire to be, the ideals we aspire to live up to.  This is what has made us the gold standard for hope.  From our 

constitution, from the inalienable rights set forth therein, we have been, with our Western allies, the originator of the 

international system of human rights on which any expectation of world civilization rests.  America’s strength does not 

consist in her armaments, her manufactures, her patents or her monetary wealth.  It consists in the trust that she represents 

a path to a fairer world.  When we have lost the trust of the world, how will we get it back? 

Amen.  

  

Reading Luke 10 

 

25 Just then a lawyer stood up to test Jesus. "Teacher," he said, "what must I do to inherit eternal life?" 26 He said to him, 

"What is written in the law? What do you read there?" 27 He answered, "You shall love the Lord your God with all your 

heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself." 28 And 

he said to him, "You have given the right answer; do this, and you will live." 

 

Parable of the Good Samaritan 

29 But wanting to justify himself, he asked Jesus, "And who is my neighbor?" 30 Jesus replied, "A man was going down 

from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell into the hands of robbers, who stripped him, beat him, and went away, leaving him 

half dead. 31 Now by chance a priest was going down that road; and when he saw him, he passed by on the other side. 32 

So likewise a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side. 33 But a Samaritan while 

traveling came near him; and when he saw him, he was moved with pity. 34 He went to him and bandaged his wounds, 

having poured oil and wine on them. Then he put him on his own animal, brought him to an inn, and took care of him. 35 

The next day he took out two denarii, gave them to the innkeeper, and said, 'Take care of him; and when I come back, I 

will repay you whatever more you spend.' 36 Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man who fell into 

the hands of the robbers?" 37 He said, "The one who showed him mercy." Jesus said to him, "Go and do likewise." 


