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The way I remember it, it’s a beautiful evening in early summer. My family are just home from 
work and school. Supper is in the oven. But first, we take a walk together, a gentle stroll under 
leafy branches through the cool calm of the early evening. We are walking to the polls, to vote. 
We always walk to the voting place, about twenty minutes each way. This walk, together, feels 
like a sacred thing to do, a sacred time. 

I take my text this morning from the comedian, journalist, and member of the Order of Canada, 
Rick Mercer, as interviewed in the October 2015 issue of Canadian Living Magazine, along with 
some fine Thanksgiving recipes. 

Rick is saying that he “is thankful [for] something far more significant than success or stardom. 
Exactly one week after Thanksgiving, [October 19th, 2015] Canada would peacefully go to the 
polls..... Says Rick Mercer: “I don’t think people think about it much, but we’ll have an election 
fairly soon, and cars won’t get turned over and people won’t be shot. No one will disappear in 
the middle of the night. And by and large, for the people who choose to vote, their ballots will be 
counted. And that’s something to be thankful for.... There are lots of places on earth where that 
doesn’t go without saying.” (11) 

And may that be so, here in Ontario, this coming Thursday. 

Mercer urges voters, especially young voters, to define their own issues with respect to their own 
age, values, work, and lifestyle. He invites us to let go of our pessimism, cynicism, and 
negativity around politics: don’t give up, out of disgust—just tune out the attack ads and the 
irrelevancies, like what a candidate is wearing, and keep your eye on the issues. Get to know 
your member of parliament, and how engaged they are with local concerns. Politics can be 
confusing; do some research, make a habit of paying attention and cast your ballot. Show up. 
(62)   

The word according to Rick Mercer. Show up. And that is the gist of my sermon. Democracy is 
good. Our election is likely to be wonderfully peaceful. Go vote.  

An Election Sermon is an old tradition in New England. I found an interesting blog online, about 
that tradition, posted by a minister serving the Universalist Unitarian Church of East Liberty in 
Clarklake Michigan, the Reverend Cynthia Landrum. The Reverend Cynthia reminds us that the 
great Unitarian preacher William Ellery Channing delivered an Election Sermon before the state 
governor and legislature of Massachusetts on May 26th, 1830. Portions of that sermon are framed 
as a Responsive Reading, #592 in our hymnal.  Here’s the excerpt that Rev. Cynthia directs to 
our attention—the words of William Ellery Channing: 



 

 

I call that mind free, which jealously guards its intellectual rights and powers, 
which calls no man master, which does not content itself with a passive or 
hereditary faith, which opens itself to light whencesoever it may come, which 
receives new truth as an angel from heaven, which, whilst consulting others, 
inquires still more of the oracle within itself, and uses instructions from abroad, 
not to supersede but to quicken and exalt its own energies. 

 

 

We open ourselves to light, whencesoever it may come.... 

James Surowiecki’s book, “The Wisdom of Crowds”, argues that a group of persons might make 
a better decision than could have been made by any single member of the group. It is important 
that the group be truly diverse, so there will be a significant broadening of perspective. Also, the 
individuals need access to good information: accurate, up to date, accessible.  

Accordingly, a free and responsible press is vital to a free and informed electorate. 

This is the gift of democracy—the wisdom of a crowd. It is an imperfect process, somewhat akin 
to watching sausage being made. But it’s the best process we have, so far—a process evolved 
over millenia.  

Some Greek City States worked with a democratic process, but only adult male citizens had the 
vote—about ten percent of the population. Not women. Not slaves.  

Ancient Romans had the vote, one house for the common citizens, not women, not slaves, and 
one house for the senatorial family leaders. A republic rather than a democracy. Even so, once 
their administrative system was stretched by the acquisition of empire, Rome also acquired an 
Emperor, sometimes modeled on the Princeps as the primum inter pares, the first among equals, 
as with Caesar Augustus, sometimes taking on the trappings of a Hellenistic kingship, as when 
Caligula expressed his derision towards the senators by naming his horse as a god.  

Extremes were redressed by assassination rather than the ballot box in those robust former times. 
But the system endured for centuries, almost a thousand years.  

Our Westminster tradition proceeds a tad less messily. Even so, though the arc of the universe 
may bend towards justice, sometimes it needs a little push, and sometimes it seems to take a very 
long time. Politics is not for the impatient. Nor is it predictable. Politics can also be brutal.  

There’s an old joke—that the very desire to hold public office ought to disqualify one from doing 
so. But we need the exercise of public power to bring justice and law and compassion into the 



most private life. It’s a tough game, an expensive game, and the stakes are very high. And it 
comes at a cost. Stepping into the public eye puts the candidate under a scrutiny few lives can 
bear. A modest indiscretion can come back to haunt. An innocent phrase can be lifted out of 
context for an ambitious attack ad. Sometimes the issues get lost in the in-fighting. 

Ambition—it’s an old Latin word, from Roman politics. It means going round about, working 
the room, so to speak. It was not a compliment. It implied a lust for power. And yet, is it not 
noble to serve one’s country? Is it wrong, to reach for effective impact so as to make the world a 
better place?  

When I think of politics I think of a chief petty officer I used to work with in the Navy. He’d 
retired to Sidney BC, on Vancouver Island, and set up a boat maintenance business. Here’s the 
thing—Sidney doesn’t have much of a harbour—it’s wide open to the southeasterly gales. There 
was federal money available to chuck a lot of granite into the bay and make some shelter for an 
effective marina. But there was no effective municipal effort to make that project happen. So my 
quiet-spoken navy chief, a very private person, found he had to step forward, put his name on the 
ballot, and accept public responsibility, if there was to be completion of this project sometime in 
his lifetime. Or so the story came down to me. And Sidney now has a very fine breakwater for its 
new marina. And my old friend returned to private life. Mission accomplished. 

 

 

Politics and religion can be uneasy companions. 

Church property is considered a public good and is not taxed. Further, churches rely heavily on 
their charitable donation status. Accordingly, churches and other non-profits are highly 
motivated to stay in right relation with Revenue Canada. This can have an inhibiting effect.  

Some here may recall that the organization “Dying with Dignity” lost their charitable deduction 
status—and for them that was the cost of doing the work they were committed to do. As a certain 
Jewish rabbi once said, “Render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s”. 

And that leads us to the separation of church and state, which was an active issue during the 
religious reformations of the Sixteenth Century. Caspar Schwenkfeld, whose followers still hold 
fast to his teachings in Germany and also the United States, “believed that the church was the 
realm of the inward spirit ruled by Christ, [while] the state [was] the realm of outward forms 
ruled by [human beings]. Both were necessary, but they should not interfere with each other.”  

Schwenkfeld held that worldly office was empowered to wield temporal power and bring in 
taxes and tribute; civil authority was given into human hands to preserve peace, promote justice, 
and protect lands and cities, widows and orphans. Civil authority was empowered to restrain the 
wicked and maintain order, life, and property. But civil authority was not to meddle in matters of  



faith, which was in the realm of the holy. The holy alone was competent to rule souls and 
consciences by grace and gospel, without force or duress, but with spiritual liberty and 
spontaneity. (Parke 12-18) 

 

Canadian laws, tax laws especially, do affect Canadian churches in material ways. Schwenckfeld 
would not have a problem with that, as long as the government did not impinge upon our inward 
faith, or try to impose a statement of belief. 

And I believe it is not wrong that the state should expect us to conduct our affairs in a lawful and 
transparent manner. We have membership rolls. We keep copies of the minutes. We elect our 
board of directors, we keep records of our activities as a church, we can attest that we do indeed 
conduct Sunday services and other activities in accord with our principles and purposes. Indeed, 
our fifth principle enjoins us to “the use of the democratic process within our congregations and 
in society at large”. 

Also, let us recall here, that we are not of one mind. There will be some of us who, for whatever 
reason, will adhere to a party that is not my party, vote for candidates whom I do not favour, 
advocate for measures which I do not approve. That’s democracy. And that’s religion: we do not 
need to think alike, to love alike. 

 

I remember, way back in Victoria, in the old fellowship days, one of our members was running 
for election, as a candidate for a party which most members of the fellowship held dear to their 
hearts. The question was raised: shall the congregation endorse this candidate for office? The 
question was duly considered, and the answer was a resounding no. No way. The congregation as 
such was not to become partisan. Even if we were of one mind, it would not be appropriate. The 
fellowship members might be spending their days knocking on doors. But they did that as 
individuals, not as congregants.  

In Alaska, where politics run deep, the Foraker Group runs workshops in support of non-profit 
boards; they make the rules very clear: non-profits remain non-partisan—they do not endorse 
particular political parties; non-profits may well advocate on issues at length, but they limit their 
lobbying on specific pieces of legislation. Those were the rules in Alaska. Non-partisan. Speak to 
the issues. Much the same here, I believe. 

And the rule of thumb was ten percent. A church could spend ten percent of its budget on social 
responsibility without violating tax law. A minister could legitimately spend ten percent of her 
time on advocacy, like marching in peace parades, speaking up at rallies organized by Alaskans 
Against the Death Penalty, or attending annual luncheons in support of Planned Parenthood.  

 



The great danger here, dear friends, is that we might become too timid, we might lose courage 
and not speak up when we needed to. That is the risk—self-censorship. Let us seek the balance, 
between timidity and temerity, between fear and reckless importuning.  

We don’t always get it right. Sometimes churches can get things terribly wrong, as with the 
Residential Schools. But we can be part of that wisdom of the crowd. 

 

At one gathering of the Vancouver area UU ministerial cluster, I heard, some years ago, from 
several colleagues whose congregations had followed their tradition of running an all-candidates 
meeting. All candidates were invited. So not partisan. If a candidate chose not to attend or had 
obligations elsewhere, a statement might be read aloud on their behalf, by their representative. 

The issues are always with us, to be lifted up in sermons and discussions and documentary film 
groups, whether there’s an election on, or not.  

As to the issues here in Ontario, at this time, I find myself a tad confused, and so will make no 
comment. 

Whatever happens on the eleven o’clock news on any night, we still need to live our faith and 
light the world. We still need to do justice, love mercy, and walk through the world with a 
certain humility and respect. We’ll still be sharing our time, treasure, and talent with various 
initiatives for the healing of the world. Amnesty International will still need us to be mindful of 
those imprisoned. And the hungry. And the sick. And the vulnerable. And the lonely. The 
Kingsville Community Food Bank, and so many other charitable initiatives, will still need our 
support and mindfulness. The environment will still need our care. 

The work of the world goes on, and the engagement between religion that lifts up the values of 
its people, and government that frames those values into law, will go on.  

This is ancient work. To quote that Jewish Rabbi once again, who was quoting Isaiah, which we 
can find in our hymnal at reading number 615 as paraphrased by the twentieth century preacher 
Howard Thurman: “When the song of angels is stilled, when the star in the sky is gone when the 
kings and princes are home, when the shepherds are back with their flock, the work of Christmas 
begins: to find the lost, to heal the broken, to feed the hungry, to release the prisoner, to rebuild 
the nations, to bring peace among the [people], to make music in the heart.” 

And may Ontario’s Members of Provincial Parliament be mindful of those values, of respect and 
reverence, justice and mercy, when they take up their duties on June 8th and ever onwards. 

 

In conclusion, this Thursday June 7th, something wonderful will happen. Significant power will 
hang in the balance, and that balance will resolve into some new normal. We do not know what 



that will be. There will be changes. And they will be achieved through application of the rule of 
law, and there will be a peaceful, orderly transition. Some of us may be pleased, some not so 
much. There may be greater or smaller gaps between the outcomes and our expectations.  

And we will all win, for we will go forward in peace, whatever the outcome will be. 

May it be so. 
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