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Tear It All Down! 
the Rev. Edmund Robinson 

Unitarian Universalist Meeting House 

August 27, 2017 

 

 This sermon has been gathering shape in my mind since General Assembly in New 

Orleans in June.  I had a chat with an old mentor of mine, someone who had been engaged in the 

struggle for racial justice in the denomination for decades.  So much has happened since then, let 

me remind you of the context just at the beginning of this summer: Peter Morales resigned in 

March amidst a controversy about racial diversity in hiring senior staff at the UUA.  An interim 

presidency was established with three UUs of color, including former President Bill Sinkford.  

The UUA Board had promised substantial funding to an organization called Black Lives of UU, 

which grew out fo the Black Lives Matter movement.  Someone did a superb job of organizing 

with the result that people of color, as judging from visual observation, appeared to be between 

20 and 25% of those in attendance at GA. 

 To me, it looked like we were moving in the right direction, though the path was anything 

but smooth.  I asked my mentor what she thought was needed to bring about racial justice, and 

she said, “tear it all down, tear the whole thing down.”  And I’m preaching this sermon because 

her words shocked me and I want to reflect on them. 

 You hear this cry all the time these days, from left and right: the system is so corrupt, we 

might as well tear it all down and start over.  Of course, left and right mean very different things 

by these words.  And while there is a dazzling three-ring circus of media events perpetually 

generated by the current administration, it appears that the right-wing version of this revolution 

is actually being quietly enacted in several departments while we are so distracted.   In executive 

department after department, they are tearing down the structures of government, what some call 

the deep state.  And if we care about our most cherished values, we need to resist the degradation 

of government by the present administration rather than add to calls for it all to come down. 

 There is a certain sense of deja vu about this moment. For much of my young adulthood I 

was torn between wanting to make things better, a liberal approach, and wanting to smash the 

system, the revolutionary approach. 

 In 1970, the composer and conductor Leonard Bernstein gave a party at his Park Avenue 

house.  The guest list included many of the nation’s so-called beautiful people.  The purpose of 

the party was to raise money for a radical organization, the Black Panthers.  Several Panther 

leaders spoke, and a considerable sum of money was raised for legal defense of 21 Panthers who 

had been accused of plotting to blow up department stores and kill policemen. 

 You may have a dim recollection of this party because it became the subject of an article 

by the journalist Tom Wolfe, and he subsequently turned it into a book.  He also coined the term, 

“radical chic.” Wolfe’s point was that Bernstein and his guests were acting not out of genuine 

concern or wishing to help black radicals, but because it had become fashionable to hold that 

pose.  

 Wolfe savaged Bernstein and the party’s attendees for being taken in by these radicals, 

but in fact all the charges against these Panthers were eventually dropped.  We also know that the 

Nixon Administration conducted a sort of crusade against the Panthers and other radical groups. 

 I have a memory in my personal history from about the same time; my first wife and I 
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lived in the Hill section of New Haven, a predominantly Black neighborhood, and we responded 

to a call from the Black Panthers that they were expecting a police raid.  So one evening we went 

over and helped fill sandbags to stuff in the walls of their headquarters to stop police bullets. 

Whether a sandbag would have stopped a bullet I don’t know.  There never was a police raid.  

The point is that we were at that time radical enough to want to help an overtly radical 

organization.   

 But even then, I was not comfortable with the rhetoric of the Panthers.  Many of my 

fellow Yale students had a famous poster of Panther leader Huey Newton on their walls, sitting 

in a broad-backed rattan chair with rifle in one hand and a pike in the other. 

 The last 60s were definitely times of radical chic.  Liberal was a dirty word.  It indicated 

that you wanted everyone to be nice, but didn’t have any real idea of what it was like to be 

oppressed.   Being a liberal was like wearing argyle socks.  It was much cooler to be a radical.  

All you had to learn was the revolutionary rhetoric. 

 I fought with this liberal/radical antagonism throughout my law school; Antioch law 

school had an amazing variety of minority students, including Native Americans, Aleuts, 

Chicanos, and African Americans from all over the country.  The administration was more 

radical than the students. I could have stayed in the Northeast upon graduation, but I could never 

figure out whether I wanted to work for a revolution or more gradual change.  I felt very 

threatened by revolutionary rhetoric, the threat being that people I thought were cool would see 

me as uncool if I didn’t join them. 

 But my studies of history had convinced me that periods of revolution rarely brought 

lasting social progress.  The ideals of the French Revolution at the start were inspiring and have 

served as the model for subsequent human rights movements, but the revolution itself quickly 

degenerated into murderous infighting and anarchy, which opened the door to Napoleon, 

presenting himself as the leader the country needed.  The Russian revolution also began with 

high hopes, overthrowing the corrupt regime of the Tsars, but the Bolsheviks quickly outdid the 

Tsars in tyranny. 

 I felt caught on the horns of this dilemma in the mid 1970s, and that is part of the reason 

my first wife Lee and I returned to my native South Carolina after law school.  For I knew how 

conservative South Carolinians were, and I knew that there it was enough just to be a liberal.  

One didn’t have to be a radical to stir up a hornet’s nest of opposition.  And I enjoyed two 

decades of being a thorn under the saddle of the southern way of life as an attorney and a 

volunteer for the ACLU.  I made a difference, but – and – I didn’t start any revolutions. 

 I am sympathetic to the emotion behind the call to tear it all down.  With the benefit of 

hindsight, we can see that this place we inhabit was created by pushing out the indigenous people 

and importing enslaved Africans.  We celebrate our independence from Great Britain on July 4, 

but the nation then created was a paradox, touting the values of liberty and equality while 

treating people of color as less than human.  In forming the constitution, the slaveholding states 

won the concession that their property rights in human flesh would always be protected by the 

law, even in states which had outlawed it.   

 We thought we had paid the price for this moral failing in the blood and agony of the 

great Civil War, but from the early twenty-first century we can see that that was a mere down 

payment.  While overt slavery was ended by that war, covert slavery has continued in the form of 

the criminal justice system and the peonage system and human trafficking.  More perniciously, 

the theory of racial inferiority which was devised to justify slavery, and which was officially 
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recognized as the moral foundation of the so-called Confederate States of America, persists in 

our minds and our culture a century and a half after the military surrender of the Confederacy 

itself.  

 Indeed, one way of looking at the confederate monuments which sprang up across the 

south in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries is that each represents a claim that the 

Confederacy didn’t really lose the war, for white supremacy has still been assured through voting 

restrictions and economic power. 

Was the Lost Cause really lost if its generals are seated on horseback right in front of the door of 

the courthouse where a Black citizen has to go to register to vote or to sit on a jury or to be tried 

for a crime.  How unbiased can a white juror be in a case involving a Black suspect if she walks 

into the courthouse every day past the statue of a person honored for his part in a military 

campaign to defend the proposition that Blacks were inferior?   

 As I said last week, I am in favor of removal of Confederate relics from common sites of 

honor anywhere in the country.  Tear them all down, or put them in museums. I say this as a 

descendant of ancestors who fought for the Confederacy.  None of my direct ancestors was 

anything more important than a drummer boy, but my father, Robert Hoke Robinson, was named 

for a Confederate general, Robert Hoke.  

 And this illustrates the rub. I recognize that we can’t totally remake history, nor should 

we want to.  We need to study the Civil War in detail; most Americans cannot describe how the 

country changed because of the Civil War. We can only move forward if we can see where 

we’ve been.  I am not proposing to rename my father, 40 years after his death, or my oldest 

brother or my nephew who were named after him.  The real General Robert Hoke, after the Civil 

War, had been a crony of my great-grandfather, who was sheriff of a small town in North 

Carolina.  When my father came along, youngest of six children and several years after the next 

oldest, I suppose my grandfather had a thought of honoring his father’s friend by naming the 

baby after him.  But I feel fairly sure that my grandfather’s feelings abut the Lost Cause played 

some role in his naming decision; he had named my farther’s older brother after a prominent 

local historian of the late nineteenth century who defended the Confederacy. 

But most people encountering the name would not know this; it is family history, not public 

history. 

 The American Creed is stated in a few words, “we hold these truths to be self-evident: 

that all men [“all people,” we would say now] are created equal, that they are endowed by their 

creator with certain inalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of 

happiness; that to secure these  rights, governments are instituted among men [people] deriving 

their just powers from the consent of the governed.”  Those noble words setting forth our most 

basic ideals were written by and endorsed by hypocrites who had forced out native peoples and 

imported and kept Africans in irons and reduced women to a kind of bondage.  

 That fact does not make them false.  Let me say that again, the fact that the ideals of the 

founders were not realized at the time of the founding or at any time since then does not make 

them false.    To the contrary, I believe that the yawning gap between ideal and reality is there 

to spur us on.   

 Transcendentalist thought is comfortable with the notion that ideals are essential and 

worthy, but reality itself is always more messy and complicated. Abraham Lincoln articulated a 

vision for making the words in the American Creed come true, as did Rev. Dr. Martin Luther 

King, Jr.  The words are truer now than they were in the time of these two icons, but they are still 
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not true; we do not have equality in fact between the races or between men and women or 

between straights and LGBTQ folk.   

 But in our attempts to make that creed true, what we have generated is a counter-reaction.  

As the majority in the country has embraced at least the ideals of equality, this has spurred a 

minority to react with overt racism, to try to make overt racism socially acceptable in America.  

This was the meaning of the demonstrations in Charlottesville.  

 The right-wing groups descended on that town determined to make trouble in order to 

generate headlines.  They consciously styled their torchlight parade after fascist rallies from the 

1930s to send chills down the spine of most Americans.  And they won their point when the 

President of the United States not only refused to condemn them but, after some wavering, 

issued a pugnacious statement that put the neo-Nazis on the same moral plain as the counter-

protestors, which included people such as our UUA national President. 

 This reaction of the President, not the injuries or the three deaths, was the most alarming 

thing about Charlottesville; a public rally of racists is one thing, a tacit endorsement by the 

highest office in the land is quite another.  As the alt-right marches we can dismiss it as a fringe 

movement, but not when it is embraced by the White House.  This was what led so many 

members of Presidential boards and commissions to resign. 

 So tear down the monuments of confederate generals, but don’t tear down the basic stuff 

of American democracy itself, such as the commitment to equality and liberty.   

 Don’t attack the Rule of Law, as the President did this week in pardoning Sheriff Joe 

Arpao of Phoenix, who had been held in contempt of court for racial profiling.   

 “What is the Rule of Law?” you might ask.  It is the basic building block of democracy, 

the idea that the law is no respecter of persons but rather a neutral impersonal arbiter.  The 

reason the pardon of Arpao is so damaging to the Rule of Law is that for once a law enforcement 

official was actually called to account for violating the rights of the people, particularly 

i9mmiogrants, and then the President relieves him of the consequences of his actions, in order to 

curry favor with his political base.  

 I have a romantic radicalism inside me, but when the chips are down, I am an 

institutionalist. I believe that the path to the Beloved Community is through metanoia, changes of 

heart, but that this spiritual renewal must be accompanied by laws and structures. 

 In the days of my youth, the choice seemed to be between revolution and evolution.  We 

did not have a revolution, though we may be in the midst of one now.  Yet the way we live 

today, the way we gather information, the way we act on it, has changed radically since my 

youth.  And we could not have foreseen it. The internet, to take one big example, was not on the 

agenda of the Black Panthers or the John Birch Society or any political party or group in 1970; 

yet it has brought about bigger changes in what we do than any election. 

 Of course, I recognize that I am in a fairly privileged position, not only because of my 

white skin but also my social class, occupation, education etc.  It may be that I don’t support 

radical change because I am too invested in the way things are.  Certainly my social location 

affects my outlook on a lot of things.  But I hope that is not the whole story.  I think the 

disintegration of American government under the present regime is teaching all of us what we 

have taken for granted all of our lifetimes.  As the mail stops being delivered, as the Social 

Security checks don’t arrive, as regulated businesses ignore the rules and do whatever is makes 

them the most money, as those arrested languish in jails because there are no judges to hear their 

cases, as law enforcement officials create reigns of lawless terror and get away with it – we 
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might get an appreciation that government really does some useful things, and it’s better to have 

it than not to have it.   

 On the left we are the prisoners of our own rhetoric; we talk about dismantling racism or 

white privilege as if it were a building being carefully demolished.   But it is in reality something 

deeply imbedded in the hearts and minds and language and culture of all of us. Doing away with 

it requires conscious retraining, and that requires the will to change.   

 In the last analysis it is not in the interests of the right or the left to tear it all down.  What 

would be useful is a dialogue which might clear the air about the causes of economic distress.  It 

seems to me that the rage of the right arises from the disappearance of good jobs in many sectors, 

but particularly manufacturing.  Politicians court the votes of disgruntled working-class whites 

by blaming the disappearance of these jobs on immigrants and people of color – a modernized 

version of an old lie.  But the truth is that the jobs are being lost to automation and to outsourcing 

overseas.  Why can this message not get through? 

 Above all, it is important to put the lie to the notion that bringing the government to a 

halt, just because you can, might be sexy or fun.  It will quickly spread misery and do lasting 

damage to relationships of trust, leading directly to widespread suffering.  Sure, tear down the 

monuments to the Lost Cause, it’s high time we did.  But leave in place the basic structures of 

our democracy. 

Amen.  

 

Reading for August 27 from Think Progress 

 

The mother of Heather Heyer, the 32-year-old woman who was killed last weekend, honored her 

daughter’s memory Wednesday at a memorial service in Charlottesville, Virginia. Heyer was 

killed when a man rammed a car into a group protesting white nationalists, neo-Nazis, and 

members of the KKK who had gathered for the Unite the Right rally in Emancipation Park in 

Charlottesville. 

 

Susan Bro, Heyer’s mother, said Heyer’s life and death were an example of how everyone can 

fight injustice. 

 

“I think the reason that what happened to Heather has struck a chord is because we know that 

what she did is achievable. We don’t all have to die,” Bro said. “We don’t all have to sacrifice 

our lives. They tried to kill my child to shut her up. Well guess what? You just magnified her.” 

 

Bro also asked that those who want to honor Heyer’s memory do so by emulating Heyer’s 

activism. 

 

“You need to find in your heart that small spark of accountability. ‘What is there that I can do to 

make the world a better place? What injustice do I see?’” Bro said. “You poke that finger at 

yourself like Heather would’ve done. You take that extra step.” 

 

The last Facebook post Heyer made was the quote, “If you’re not outraged, you’re not paying 

attention,” which Bro echoed Wednesday, calling for “difficult dialogues.” 

“That’s the only way we’re going to carry Heather’s spark through. So remember in your heart, 
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if you’re not outraged, you’re not paying attention, and I want you to pay attention,” Bro said. 

“Find what’s wrong. Don’t ignore it. Don’t look the other way.” 

  

 

  

  

   


