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Reading   

By Fannie Lou Hamer  

One night I went to the church. They had a mass meeting. And I went to the church, and they 

talked about how it was our right, that we could register to vote. They were talking about we 

could vote out people we didn’t want in office, we thought that wasn’t right that we could vote 

them out. That sounded interesting enough to me that I wanted to try it. I had never heard, until 

1962, that black people could register to vote…When they asked for those to raise their hands 

who’d go down to the courthouse…I raised mine. Had it up high as I could get it. I guess if I’d 

had any sense I’d’ve been a little scared, but what was the point of being scared? The only thing 

they could do to me was kill me and it seemed like they’d been trying to do that a little bit at a 

time ever since I could remember.   

(A composite, from her writing from ‘Sources of Our Faith’ ed. Kathleen Rolenz, 2012) 

Finding Hope in the Headlines 

Thursday night I was watching the local 11 p.m. news, Channel 11 from Baltimore. Other than 

the news that the Orioles had been eliminated in the play-offs, the show was back-to-back stories 

on Ebola. Part way through came the ‘Breaking News’ banner, a staple virtually every night, and 

I found myself watching a private plane land at a dark airport in Frederick, Maryland. On the 

plane was one of the nurses from Texas, who was infected with the Ebola virus, being moved to 

NIH in Bethesda.  

The cameras were barely able to pick up the dark images, yet kept rolling. As the ambulance 

drove off, a news helicopter attempted to film the ambulance from above as it drove on a dark 

highway.  

Yes, I watched. Yes, I question ‘the why’ of my watching. At best, I plead I was pulled into the 

drama, like I might be drawn in at the end of a Harrison Ford or Clint Eastwood movie.  

Yet, this was the news. Well, it was news being marketed to me. And, no, I was not better 

informed or safer through my watching of this ambulance.   

Playing on our curiosity, using carefully chosen language and sequences designed to ramp up our 

fears and raise unanswerable questions, we come away convinced we need to know more. We 

believe if we watch, or hear, or read a bit more then we can relax. If we just stay tuned – keep the 



2 
 

TV on, hit the refresh button on our phone or computer, and flip radio channels in the car we’ll 

be better off. And if we miss a report, check out the You Tube clips on Facebook.   

As information comes at us, we start wondering, What do I trust? What should I fear – really 

fear?   

I have a fantasy.  

What if, for one week we all boycott all news, even Jon Stewart and Colbert? We’d agree to have 

all of our TV channels, Internet sources, smart phone apps and newspapers blocked for one 

week. Participants would get a neutral one page of facts we would need to know to be reasonably 

safe and to make informed day-to-day decisions. Just verified facts. One page.  

Voluntary, but hopefully in my fantasy all would join in. It would be a full week to reset.  

Maybe the report on Ebola on a day this past week we would have received:  

A serious virus called Ebola caused many deaths in three countries in West Africa. The 

death totals in these countries are expected to rise. One male traveler who travelled from 

Liberia to Dallas, Texas died. Two nurses who cared for him have tested positive for 

Ebola. If you worked at the hospital with this patient, or were on a flight, or in contact 

with these nurses, you have already gotten a call. Medical workers are pressing for better 

preparation. This will cost money. (Done, in less than one minute) 

I want this week to be a chance to let some air out of the crisis-oriented rhetoric. I want a week 

so we can each dust off our filters and reflect on what it is we want to let in.  

I need a chance to remember that I am not in an ambulance going from Frederick to NIH. I’m not 

the patient. Nor is anyone I know.  

The distinction – the clarification that “it’s not happening to me” seems obvious. Or does it?  

In his book Mediated Thomas De Zengotita sees that since the 1960s we’ve been pulled in as 

actors in the world, and this distinction of where our reality ends and other’s begins is harder and 

harder to sustain. He describes the world’s shared experience of the accident that killed Princess 

Diana in 1997, recalling many of us were swallowed into the story. Saturation media coverage 

pulled us into the moment, making us sense were grieving like immediate family. More recently, 

CNN covered the Malaysian airliner that disappeared 24/7 for months. There are a multitude of 

examples of news as drama.  
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I checked a number of Friday’s mainstream newspaper’s headlines:  

‘Ebola fears spread to politics and port”  

“M I S S I N G: the strange disappearance of Hannah Graham”  

“Hurricane Gonzalo has its eye on Bermuda.”  

A more neutral headline in the Baltimore Sun: ‘Meteorologists don’t anticipate prolonged ‘polar 

vortex’ this winter. Hmmm.  

Fear sells.  

[Note: If reading this sermon, during the Thoughts for All Ages’ portion of the service we shared 

many positive news clippings from the same day. Examples of generous donors helping others, of 

area festivals and celebrations, of speakers coming to our fellowship, etc. ] 

 

In 2011, psychologist Deborah Serani wrote an article, “If It Bleeds, It Leads: Understanding 

Fear-Based Media.” She describes the shift from journalism aimed toward “fairness, balance and 

integrity” to the current reality of practices delivering the “spectacular, stirring, and 

controversial.”  

There is a need for solid information and opinions being fully shared. Good journalism is critical 

to a democracy and responsible citizenship. Needed, but hard to find.   

Serani describes the cycle where fact checking happens after the initial story is released, and 

finds, “What journalists first reported with intense emotion or sensationalism is no longer 

accurate. What occurs psychologically for the viewer is a fragmented sense of knowing what's 

real, which then sets off feelings of hopelessness and helplessness.” 

 

We wonder, is danger lurking, or not?  

This fear-based, consumer driven media crowds out hope.   

While these are the dominant headlines, they are far from a complete picture of everything 

happening around us. Not even close.  

There is good news all around us. In our schools and community, people are doing so much 

good. Important work on issues of concern happens. Our challenge is to notice these other 

stories.  

To be a renewing, hopeful force in the world we need to find and lift up the stories new life, the 

stories of compassion, and the stories of justice. We need to do so in an authentic way, not 

raising false hopes, but seeing real possibility.  
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Hope is a future-oriented emotion. Hope is a gut sense of believing in possibility in times of 

uncertainty; believing in possibility in times when we can’t control the outcome. When hope is 

fully crowded out, despair sets in. Cynicism might prevail.  

Times of illness or disease often open our eyes to the contrast of despair and hope.   

In his book The Anatomy of Hope, Dr. Jerome Groopman, a specialist in blood diseases, 

describes his efforts to offer a meaningful hope over the course of his career.  

He explores the balance he’s learned over decades in practice - of wanting to offer hope, while 

avoiding false or empty expectations. He finds the most value in sharing accurate, clear 

information, but not so many generalized statistics that the information is irrelevant to his 

specific patient and deflates.  

Importantly, Groopman learned to listen for fears. He shares the story of a patient he knew well 

who refused treatment for a reasonably treatable cancer. Groopman was baffled. As he tried to 

help the patient see the hope he and others could see, he came to understand the man’s fear. 

Years before the patient had had a friend, who had suffered from a similar diagnosis and similar 

treatment and things hadn’t gone well. Once he better understood the fear, Groopman could build 

trust. He and the patient agreed to take the treatment “one step at a time“ with both open to 

changing the treatment if needed. It was then that trickle of hope – a stream of light - could come 

in.    

Dr. Groopman refers to “purposeful determination” – a hope grounded in possibility that 

provides the fuel to persevere and move forward. True hope is grounded in enough reality 

without drowning out possibility; true hope is uncovered in the listening.  

What helps you reorient from fear toward hope in times of uncertainty?   

One source of our knowing, and our hoping, is our experience. This is both personal experience, 

and our shared experience. To hold out hope in a new struggle, it’s helpful to remember when 

we’ve seen hope fulfilled - to draw on memory. When were you individually or collectively 

discouraged? Where did the glimmer of hope come from?   

This month there has been good news.   

We hear hope as the number of states allowing gay marriage has grown. Earlier this month, the 

US Supreme Court let stand lower court rulings that had struck down bans on gay marriage in 

five states and in related decisions, additional state laws were found unconstitutional. I had to 

edit this sermon three times as states were added on Friday – Arizona, Alaska and Wyoming now 

included.  
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The hope is not just that maps with more states are filled in. At a news conference at a 

courthouse in Arizona, two men just given their marriage license were asked, ‘Why does this 

matter to you?” The answer:  “We feel safer, we feel recognized, and we feel we can now raise 

our family.” 

Headlines of Talbot Interfaith Shelter having a permanent house for the homeless this year.  

Also in the headlines, have been Voter ID laws. The work supported by Fannie Lou Hamer from 

our reading in the 1960s continues.  

There is hope this month in the story of a judge who changed his position. A prominent judge in 

the Midwest, Federal Judge Richard Posner, was appointed back in 1981 by President Reagan. 

Five years ago the judge advocated for the Indiana Voter ID law, succeeding in the Supreme 

Court. He is now arguing against Voter ID restrictions, most recently filing in opposition to the 

Wisconsin requirement to show ID at the polls.  

I find hope in his fresh analysis. I find hope in hearing that minds change. He now finds Voter ID 

laws politically motivated and suppressing votes from those on the margin. The work on 

challenging issues takes times and needs all of us to be open to new conclusions.  

How might we find hope in the headlines?  

As a start, we can take in less from the ‘marketeers’ who are paid to engage our fears. We can 

vary our sources, looking for a mix and for balance. We can seek out well vetted information, 

with proposals that make sense and nurture action. As we find and hear stories of progress and 

sustained change, and stories of courage, share. Please share!  

In the reporting of critical stories – on Ebola and world unrest, we also can look for facts, and 

solutions. We can listen for voices offering compassion. Who is helping? Who is asking 

questions that might improve the situation?  

We sang this morning,  

Come, Come Whoever You Are 

Wanderer, worshipper, lover of leaving,  

Ours is no caravan of despair.  

Come yet again come.  

How do you imagine the caravan – the group travelling together? ‘We hear, “Ours in no caravan 

of despair, Come, yet again come.”  
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Friends, we are on a shared journey. We are called to walk together, helping one another see the 

glimmers of true hope. We are called to help one another turn from despair toward this hope. 

Together we are called to renew the world by searching out possibility and encouraging action.  

When we hold to a vision not of a world stuck in crisis or in panic, but a world where realities 

can change and stories of hope abound, we are doing the continual work of renewal.  

When we discern what it is we want to take in and when we resist unwarranted fear, and with 

eyes and hearts open we search of stories of possibility, we offer hope to ourselves, and to the 

one another. In this spirit we make space to write new headlines. Headlines that point to the 

world we dream about.  

May It Be So  


