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Progress and Pain 
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Election Day dawned bright and clear. It was a lovely and surprisingly warm November day.  

My day began with some very good news. I opened a letter with a UUA logo on it that I first thought 
was yet one more funding appeal from the UU Service Committee. I discovered, however, that it was 
from the Ministerial Fellowship Committee confirming that I had been granted Final Fellowship. Final 
fellowship is the ministerial equivalent of tenure.  

I was pleased and proud. I started hooping and hollering. I headed into the bathroom to share the good 
news with Suzanne. She wondered what it was that had me so exuberant so early in the morning and 
joined the celebration. 

Later, my morning scan of Facebook posts lifted up more feel good news. The film clips of women 
laying flowers at the grave of Susan B. Anthony affirmed that this was indeed a special day, not just for 
me, but for our country. I thought of those brave women fighting so hard for an award they won for all 
but never experienced themselves.  

The day continued to shine brightly. Meaningful, morning meetings were followed by a walk with the 
dog around the sweet village of Langley. After lunch, I came here to the church for office hours and a 
positive, productive meeting with the Committee on Ministry.  

It was a very good day.  

The early evening, too, was special. My Tuesday evening time with the Buddhist sangah included a 
delicious walking meditation under the stars and the moon.  

When I got home, I gathered up some potluck contributions and joined a group of folks in my co-
housing community Common House to watch, and hopefully celebrate, the election results.  

I had not been to the gathering long when the mood of this bright and hope-filled day began to shift. 

Just as the news started turning grim, a member of the community  confronted me about an email I had 
sent. It was a note suggesting that we might be more positive and supportive in the ways we 
communicate with each other. 

That conversation did not go well. 

The tone of his critique of my message grew harsher as the news from the TV darkened. Emotions 
escalated, and our discussion became an argument.  

Before long, I abruptly left the room and headed up to be alone in the quiet sanctuary of our apartment. 



  
A wave of dark emotion washed over me. It seemed that neither the nation I love, nor the housing 
community I so appreciate, were what I longed for them to be.    
  
Out there, in the political arena, hate and misogyny and racism seemed to be winning the day. Closer to 
home, circumstances did not feel much better. Home offered no shelter from the storm. 

I was disappointed and angry and frustrated and confused and sad—deeply sad.  I needed to just sit 
alone by myself. 

So I sat there, in the dark, seeking to understand. What is going on? 

 After a while, I turned to the internet for updates on the election news and to explore others’ responses 
to what was, for so many of us, a dark, dark night. I encountered a posting from the poet David Whyte 
that captured my mood:    

 Despair, despair takes us in when we have nowhere else to go; when we feel the heart cannot  
 break anymore, when our world or our loved ones disappear, when we feel we cannot be loved or 
 do not deserve to be loved, when our God disappoints, when our world disappoints… 

Despair is a haven with its own temporary form of beauty and of self-compassion, it is the 
invitation we accept when we want to remove ourselves from hurt. Despair, is a last protection. 
To disappear through despair, is to seek a temporary but necessary illusion, a place where we 
hope nothing can ever find us in the same way again. 

Despair is a necessary and seasonal state of repair, a temporary healing absence, an internal 
physiological and psychological winter when our previous forms of participation in the world 
take a rest… 

We give up hope when certain particular wishes are no longer able to come true and despair is 
the time in which we both endure and heal, even when we have not yet found the new form of 
hope. 

Despair is strangely, the last bastion of hope…  

The antidote to despair is not to be found in the brave attempt to cheer ourselves up with happy 
abstracts… To see and experience despair fully in our body is to begin to see it as a necessary, 
seasonal visitation, and the first step, the first step in letting it have its own life, neither holding 
it nor moving it on before its time. 

We take the first steps out of despair by taking on its full weight and coming fully to ground in 
our wish not to be here. We let our bodies and we let our world breathe again. In that place, 
strangely, despair cannot do anything but change into something else, into some other season, 
as it was meant to do, from the beginning. 



So the dog and I headed out into the dark night of our village—wandering— eventually down to the 
beach where I stood just watching the lapping waves and breathing deeply of the sweet fresh air.  
           

Despair is a season, a wave form passing through the body, not a prison surrounding us. A 
season left to itself will always move, however slowly, under its own patience, power and 
volition. 

Refusing to despair about despair itself, we can let despair have its own natural life and take a 
first step onto the foundational ground of human compassion, the ability to see and understand 
and touch and even speak, the heartfelt grief of another. 

The depth of my despair lifted a bit, and I began to understand that the painful outcome that was 
unfolding on the television would actually have limited effect on me directly. Like most of us, I am 
pretty safe up here on our island sanctuary.   
  
When I face my despair with honesty and courage, the comforting blanket of complacency, provided by 
my life of privilege, begins to unravel. I see with new eyes.  

I begin to see that, as a Standing Rock water protector reported: Things are not getting worse—they are 
getting uncovered. We must hold each other tight and continue to pull back the veil.  

A young friend of mine who recently completed her training as a mental health therapist posted: Oh, 
collective American shadow, you are bigger and more terrifying than I knew. And yet we must turn to 
face you, to face ourselves. 

 A friend of hers followed: We are Trump. We need to heal ourselves and heal with each other. 

I deeply believe this, my friend wrote. Gestalt therapy's ‘paradoxical theory of change’ says that change 
and growth can only occur once we become aware of who we already are and what is already 
happening.  

The present reality is so painful, I can barely stand to be with it. But I'm not separate from it. I 
pray for awareness and healing as I begin to metabolize the shock, sadness, and fear. 

  
 Peter Morales, president of the Unitarian Universalist Association reminds us: This is a time to take a 
deep breath and a long view. Our role as religious progressives committed to democracy, compassion 
and human dignity is to help bend our culture toward justice.  

And Hilary Clinton, oh Hillary, once again seeking to be our first woman President, said in her 
concession speech:   We have seen that our nation is more deeply divided than we thought. 

But I still believe in America and I always will. And if you do, then we must accept this result 
and then look to the future. Donald Trump is going to be our president.  

Donald Trump is going to be our President. There I said it. If she can say it, so can I.  



She continued: We owe him an open mind and the chance to lead…  

…our constitutional democracy demands our participation, not just every four years but all the 
time. So let's do all we can to keep advancing the causes and values we all hold dear… 

So now, our responsibility as citizens is to keep doing our part to build that better, stronger, 
fairer America we seek. And I know you will. 

This loss hurts. But please never stop believing that fighting for what's right is worth it. It is. It 
is worth it. 

And so, we need—we need you to keep up these fights now and for the rest of your lives… 

Now…I know we have still not shattered that highest and hardest glass ceiling but someday 
someone will —and hopefully sooner than we might think right now. 
And to all the little girls who are watching this, never doubt that you are valuable and powerful 
and deserving of every chance and opportunity in the world to pursue and achieve your own 
dreams. 

Finally, finally I am so grateful for our country and for all it has given to me. I count my 
blessings every single day that I am an American. And I still believe as deeply as I ever have 
that if we stand together and work together with respect for our differences, strength in our 
convictions and love for this nation, our best days are still ahead of us. 

Because you know—you know, I believe we are stronger together and we will go forward 
together. And you should never, ever regret fighting for that…scripture [Galatians 6:9] tells us, 
“Let us not grow weary in doing good, for in due season, we shall reap if we do not lose 
heart.” 

So my friends, let us have faith in each other, let us not grow weary, let us not lose heart, for 
there are more seasons to come. And there is more work to do. 

So turn not away from the despair that WILL have its day; turn not away from the disturbing fact of our 
divisions; turn not away from our righteous rage that may accompany our sadness about the deplorable 
reality of persistent inequality and all that pollutes our world.  

Rather, let us hold each other tight and continue to fold back the veil, for there are more seasons to come 
and there is more work to do.   


