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"Another Brick in the Wall” 

Rev. Lynn Kerr 

March 5, 2017 

 

Reading   “There Is No Clash of Civilizations” (Adapted)   Joshua Mason Pawelek 

They say we live in the midst of a “clash of civilizations.” This is the first great lie of the 

21st-century. It is a tool used to prepare people for war.  There is no clash of civilizations, only 

a clash of extremists, extremist ideologies and organizations bent on violence. They exist 

everywhere. They might claim the mantle of Islam, or of Christianity, Judaism, Hinduism, 

Buddhism.  

They might claim to speak for Iran or Russia, Syria, France, Israel, Nigeria, the Sudan, 

Ukraine, Lebanon, Palestine, or America. They claim to have the best interests of the people 

at heart. They claim to know the will of God. They would have us believe there is a clash of 

civilizations and that the people must defend the homeland, must say ‘no’ to refugees, must 

murder infidels, must deport the undocumented, must kidnap young girls, must build walls, 

must establish a caliphate, must strap bombs to their chests, must shoot at Black Lives Matter 

vigils or mosques or churches, must incarcerate and murder people for no other reason than 

the color of their skin. Oh yes, the extremists are clashing, but not the people. 

We the people know the truth. We Muslim people, we Christian people, we Jewish 

people know the truth. We Iranian people, we Syrian people, we French, Russian, Nigerian, 

Israeli, Kenyan, Malian, Ukrainian, Somalian, Lebanese, Iraqi, Afghan, Sudanese, German 

people know the truth. And despite what we hear, there is no clash of civilizations. 

Yes, terrorists must be countered with all available tools. But military means alone cannot 

solve all the problems.  Resist the lie, refuse to hate. And we will not build walls or prisons or 

detention centers. We will not criminalize dark skin or drug addiction or mental illness or 

poverty. We will not tolerate a society that breeds despair and hopelessness.   We will work 

for affordable housing, health care, and living wages for everyone.  We the people will be 

humble and gracious and generous and live peacefully with one another, Christian next to 

Muslim next to Jew next to Hindu next to Buddhist next to Atheist, because this is what 

civilization looks like and we are not clashing.   

 

************************* 

When my son was a toddler, he loved getting under the kitchen table.  With no center 

legs, and strategically placed blankets over the chairs, it made a great tent. Eventually 

rigging these walls all the time became so tedious, Velcro on the underside of the tabletop 

and along a large piece of fabric made the fort building a lot quicker. That Velcro continues 

to snag my favorite sweaters.   

Kids love to build walls.  One of the best gifts you can give a young child is an 

appliance box.  Or even pillows, snow, or old pieces of wood allows them to create a safe 

place where they can fight giants or rule a kingdom.  Putting your head under the covers is a 

universal safe space for children when they are scared at night.  

Creating walls is not only normal, its part of our evolution.  Barrier divided people into 

groups to protect them from enemies, fend off the weather, and even keep out wild 

animals.  The Masai people in Kenya still build high fences made from the acacia tree thorns 

http://www.uua.org/directory/people/joshua-mason-pawelek
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around their villages.  The circular wall around their homes keep lions away from the cattle 

and people inside. I visited one about 30 years ago.   It just occurred to me though.  We 

camped in tents at night right out in the open.  No fences, no thorns.  I guess we might have 

just as well called, “Here kitty, kitty.”  

 

Anyway, both literal and metaphorical walls can protect us and make us feel secure.  

They also help us to know where we belong.  Psychologist Erik Erikson wrote, “There is no 

feeling of being alive without a sense of identity.” Belonging to communities like ethnic or 

racial groups gives us a place in the world and let’s us know that we have a place where 

there are others like me.  

This can be especially important as we are growing up when  feeling safe and secure 

is essential to our early development.   That need continues into young adulthood.  Consider 

the choices students make in higher education.  Huge state colleges aren’t the right fit for all 

students, smaller private schools or  community colleges are a better fit at first. And still other 

look for communities that reflect where they come from or aspire to.  HBCUS are an 

example. 

Last week, President Trump signed an executive order to increase funding to 

historically black colleges and universities. Some HBCU presidents are hopeful; others are 

convinced it’s too little too late.  How important is it to have colleges like this?  One man on 

NPR last week told his story about HBCUS.   He graduated near the top of his predominantly 

white high school. His counselors, family and friends warned him against going to an HBCU, 

fearing he wouldn’t amount to anything.  They told him to aim higher.  He is happy he did 

not take their advice and did both his undergraduate and graduate work at HBCUS, feeling 

less like a student and more like a native son.  He recalls experiencing a tremendous sense of 

purpose and belonging that gave meaning to his education and strengthened his desire to 

serve others.  He is now a successful pediatrician at a Children’s Hospital.  He found that 

HBCUs do not wall in black students but are rather incubators for thought leaders and 

lighthouses for social justice.  

Other walls are not literal but can be just as useful.  Although many disagree, I believe 

there are times when emotional walls are needed.  Websites and self-help books tell us to 

“break down our emotional walls,” “build bridges, not walls;” “walls are destroying your 

relationships!”   

Does it need to be either or?  In my opinion, walls need to be a bit more permeable.  

There are certain people who are judgmental.  When you are with them it may not be the 

safest place to “let it all hang out.” At work, we need to have some flexibility in what to 

share.  Some relationships are one-sided and completely breaking down our emotional walls 

could leave us wide open for hurt and disappointment.  

There are even some physical walls that are essential to our personal and 

organizational well-being.  Consider these four walls.  What happens here that happens 

nowhere else?  Are you safe, loved, supported?  Is this a place where you find Spiritual 

growth?  What do we hold within these walls that help provide what you need?   

As we grow, how might these walls change?  How might we creatively use these walls 

to continue to provide all you need and support those from our community that continue to 

join us?  How do we foster a sense of community here? This is being discussed in our Long-

range Planning committee, which happens to be chaired by Andy Schocket.  See him if you 

have ideas! 

https://books.google.co.in/books?id=PgfK00M-Ch4C&pg=PA37&hl=en#v=onepage&q&f=false
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While our physical walls provide tangible safety and comfort, even perceived walls 

can help us feel less isolated. Being part of a larger identifiable group, like a Unitarian 

Universalist, this congregation, or part of the LGBT community, give us a sense of security and 

pride.  Even in name only, stating that we belong to a community can give us confidence to 

feel safe without the hindrance of real walls.   

But it can also create and Us and Them mentality.  Psychiatrist, and Harvard Medical 

School Professor and researcher, Robert Waldinger warns that labeling groups can lead us to 

the slippery slope of Orwellian “false certainty.”   

He reminds us that 1984 defined nationalism as “’the habit of assuming that human beings 

can be classified like insects and that whole blocks of millions or tens of millions of people 

can be confidently labeled ‘good’ or ‘bad.”‘   

Whenever we begin to break ourselves into groups and identify where we belong, we 

risk building the kinds of walls that really should be knocked down.   It’s obvious why walls 

can be bad, but I was delighted to hear a French scientist explain why he believes that his 

new find gives us even more reason to remember we are “all in this together.”  The scientist 

was part of the team that discovered fossils in Canada that could be more than 4 billion 

years old.  These Microstructures found in Jasper cannot be seen by the naked eye were.  

Because they have very similar characteristics to currently living microbes, it may prove that 

life is common in our solar system and beyond.  The scientist excitedly told the interviewer 

that he thought this breakthrough is a real opportunity to bring people together.   

He said, “I think it is a reason to be, reason to exist,…we are just a single common 

animal species, we should not fight for profit, [we] should not treat others like we don’t want 

to be treated, there’s a goal ultimately of peace.”  It might be a bit of a stretch, but these 

fossils makes one scientist dream of knocking down the walls that separate us by giving 

scientific evidence that we are all made of the same stuff.  

Unfortunately, everyone isn’t moving in that direction.  With globalization making the 

world much smaller, real walls continue to be built.  In the last decade alone, 6000 miles of 

steel, concrete, stone, barbed wire, and sand has been erected.  Walls a few yards or many 

miles long standing between countries, between cities, between neighborhoods, and even 

between religions to keep out and keep in.  

99 separate walls of differing heights divide Catholic and Protestant working class 

communities in Belfast, making clear delineations between the loyalist/Protestants and the  

nationalist/Catholics.  Although constructed almost 25 years ago, residents say they don’t 

see it coming down in their lifetimes.   

One young man said he has never seen his Protestant neighbors.  Another man, Ray is a 32 

year-old nationalist who says that when he was four or five, the first barrier went up.  When 

the bigger wall went up there were riots every night.  He said he was seven when he made 

first paint bomb to throw over the wall.  He remembers his streets as battlegrounds with 

gangs kidnapping and killing Catholics and dumping them near his house in the 1970s. He 

says, “It was a crazy, scary place growing up but to be honest it was also exciting.”  Ray now 

works with teens on both sides of the wall on cross community projects and he says they 

would like the wall to come down.  But for now, these kkids would never walk over to the 

other side to get together with the kids they meet during their projects.  All communication is 

through Facebook and Twitter. 

In a remarkable work of fiction, Cassie Draws the Universe, by P.S. Baber writes, “There 

are four kinds of people in the world…Those who build walls. Those who protect walls. Those 

who breach walls. And those who tear down walls. Much of life is discovering who you are.” 
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I believe at different times in our lives we can be each of those people. Dr. Waldinger 

thinks we do a lot of damage to others and ourselves whenever we are builders and 

protectors.  In a recent article he cites three reasons walls are costly to humanity and offers 

four solutions to breaking them down.   

First, the human cost of walls is, “Once we slap a label on others, we don’t bother to 

look more closely, and our fears grow,” he writes.   “Our fears about others increase, with no 

chance to see how much of our basic humanness we share.” 

Secondly, when we label others as good or bad it actually makes us less safe. We had 

a real-life example recently when generals in our armed forces cautioned that labeling 

people as “radical Islamic terrorists” is dangerous.  We push away a huge number of people 

that could help us and may end up pushing some others just enough toward extremism. 

Waldinger also believes we waste precious resources when we wall ourselves off from others.  

He calls it “exhausting and inefficient.” He writes, “We’ve spent a trillion dollars protecting the 

United States since 9/11, and…we are arguably no safer than we were 15 years ago.” 

Waldinger’s solutions include, “Embrace our inner wall-builder.” Understanding that we 

have a tendency to identify enemies, allows us to recognize and rectify. Let your inner wall-

builder play a little.  Having a sports team to root for or building a snow fort with our kids helps 

channel our natural and healthy desire for competition.   

Next, “Choose real-life villains wisely.”  Try not to punish an entire group of people for a few 

bad actors.  Target behavior not people. 

Lastly, although the hardest task; Waldinger recommends, “Find[ing] ways to know the 

people who seem alien.”  We need to get to know the best of our shared humanness and 

not write off huge numbers of people under one label.   

How can we apply some of these?  I’ve mentioned building walls here.    How can we break 

down those that stand between us and the community?  How do we reach out?  What role 

do we want to play in breaking down walls that still exist in this community?  Where should 

we focus?  Immigrants, homelessness?  Racism? What prevents people from following their 

passion and sharing their skills and time to create the community we want and need?  How 

do we break down the financial barriers that we have to support our aspirations?  What 

expansion could invite the community in rather than wall them out? Again, essential 

questions to consider to plan our future both within and outside our walls. 

Yes, some walls are necessary in our lives.  But perhaps we should pause before we 

build, and as Robert Frost asked, what am I walling in or walling out?  Who will want it down 

and how will they try to get around?  May it be so.   

 

 


