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We are nearing the end of a very exciting election.
I can’t say “election year” because the candidates seem to have been campaigning full time now for almost two years.  Whoever wins, this election at the very least will have been one of the most exciting in history.  For the first time, African Americans and women are in the ascendant.  Then, just as we near election time, the economy threatens to collapse. As you might imagine, as a voter I am just as wrapped up in these extraordinary times as you are.  As a pastor, I must maintain some detachment. After all, the purpose of a pastor is not to tell you who to vote for.  That’s not my job.  What I’d like to discuss is what’s needed in our country at this time in history.  Most of you have already made up your minds about whom you are going to vote for.  Some of you may be still wavering, or even somewhat doubtful.  As we consider the current needs of America, perhaps it will become clear in each of your minds who you want to vote for.  I should add that if some of this message sounds a bit familiar, part of the material was taken from the pre-primary homily I gave last March.


Just as our own personal needs grow and evolve as we mature, so do the needs of any organization---or for that matter a country.  Think how America’s needs have changed in its short history.   America’s beginnings were exciting and filled the paradox of newness.  

Paradox because the Founding Fathers began by studying the old ways of European governance, and molding them to fit a brand new country.  Shots were flying and armies invading as the Founders struggled to hold the thirteen states together.


Then when the American Revolution ended, the Founding Fathers again gathered to form a government.  Think how very few times in the history of the world a dozen or so people have been responsible for creating, totally creating, a brand new government.  Following the extraordinary vision that guided them, they succeeded in creating our Constitution, the three branches of government, and the balance of power between the States and the new federation.  


To say they didn’t always agree about everything would be to put it very mildly.  But the contention, the arguments over policy that went on for months, succeeded in creating a balanced government and a Constitution that has become a model for other countries.  This piece of history is very important to remember.  The importance of having diverse and opposing opinions at the highest levels of power tends to produce a government that succeeds.  


Following this example, President Lincoln wisely and deliberately structured his Cabinet to reflect diverse views.  Doris Kearns Goodwin’s book Team of Rivals tells us that Lincoln actually chose men who had run against him in the election to serve as his advisors.  Later President Kennedy would also seek out the best and the brightest advisors he could find for his government.


My first point, then, is that surrounding yourself with sycophants and yes-men may be comforting to you, but it makes for poor governance.  The strong leader who listens carefully to all opinions will make the best president.


As history unfolded, the focus and needs of the American people changed.   Thomas Jefferson was one of several presidents who presided over the expansion of the country.  This was a time of great vision.  What was our country like?  Unexplored wilderness stretched beyond the imagination west from the Mississippi.  Leaders had to ask themselves whether they should remain content and hunker down in the States that had already been established.  Or should they actively explore what lay beyond?  Jefferson chose to look beyond what already was known about our young country.  He sent Lewis and Clark on their famous voyage up the Missouri to see if there was a waterway to the Pacific.  As a result, our vision of what was and what could be was greatly expanded.  Jefferson had vision.


Vision is the second quality I would ask of our next president.  A vision that looks clearly and honestly at what exists as reality right now—both at home and abroad.  A vision that looks beyond these realities to what could be.  Most important, a vision that knows how to balance both what exists now and what the future might bring.


Franklin Delano Roosevelt faced the years of the Great Depression during his presidency.  Roosevelt was a bit of a contradiction in terms.  Born into a family known for producing a staunch Republican president in the person of Teddy Roosevelt, FDR was a Democrat.  Born into the highest level of New York society, Franklin Roosevelt’s greatest achievement was to rescue Americans from the economic disaster of the Great Depression by turning his attention to the plight of the poor, and trying to give almost everyone employment.  His social class, perhaps not understanding the full dimensions of the Depression, considered him a traitor.  To me, he is one of the several presidents I consider healers.  This is what he said, “We face the arduous days that lie before us in the warm courage of national unity; with the clear consciousness of seeking old and precious moral values; with the clean satisfaction that comes from the stern performance of duty by old and young alike.”  May these words ring true for us as we again face our economic situation today!


Healing and the importance of unity would be my third requirement of a president.  We live in a polarized society.  Not just the conservatives and the liberals in their ongoing war, but the religious right and the secular left.  The environmentalists against those who wish to exploit Nature.  The diplomats who wish to negotiate versus those who favor tough talk and war.  The list goes on.  Everyone knows that unless groups can find common purpose and work together, nothing gets done.  If we are to pull Americans together in a common purpose, we need to see that common purpose defined in such a way that the country’s wellbeing becomes a priority.  It will quickly become clear, as the country pulls together, that each individual’s life will become easier.  As the old saying goes, “a rising tide lifts all boats.”

There are many other qualities that we would ask of our next president. 

 Economics—stability and fair and thoughtful distribution of wealth.  

Diplomacy—that fine art of careful listening as well as talking.  

The Environment—cultivating the art of using this extraordinary resource with care and respect.  

Religion—an understanding that there are many roads leading to God, and each person has the right to choose the most appropriate path.


When we head to the polls in nine days, we still may be undecided.  Our heads are filled with rhetoric, endless accusations, claims, counterclaims, as well as uncertainties about each candidate’s thinking that are still undefined.


Thanks to the current economic crisis, some of us are still operating on the premise that the individual’s needs are paramount.  We have come to expect that we are entitled to anything we want, if we can get it.  That the government should take care of us in every way.  That an increase in income and property taxes is a violation of our rights.  No one has told us otherwise.  No one has said to us, as John F. Kennedy did in the 1960’s, “Ask not what your country can do for you. Ask what you can do for your country.” 


What an astounding notion!  And how foreign to our entitled society!


I offer you a prayer for this important election.  If you wish, hold it in your heads and hearts as you enter the voting booth a week from Tuesday.


Heavenly Mother-Father God.  We ask you to look with favor upon this beautiful country of ours.  We have been blessed from the beginning with the shining light of your guidance, and ask that you give it to us now.


Guide us as we look to our future.  Remind us of our great good fortune to live in a land that is still full of promise, that is rich in diversity, that offers vistas of astounding scope and beauty rarely equaled in this world.  A land filled with forests, pasturelands, rich soil for crops, high mountains, huge lakes and mighty rivers.


We ask you, God, to guide us to vote for a leader who will unite us in a common purpose, who will open our hearts to the Divine as it exists not just in the environment but in all people.  


We ask you to help us choose a leader who will lift us from the dark morass of fear, and open our waiting hearts to the rising sun of hope.


May the years to come be a time of healing, a time of unity, a time of renewed hope—a time when we pull our hearts together in support of all that is good, honorable, courageous, and all that is filled with the universal divinity of love.
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