
9.15.19 Sermon Unspoken Expectations 
 
 
A couple months ago I was dropping a friend off at their apartment. Their apartment was in a 
development that had a gate to get in and out of. My friend got out of the car and disappeared 
into their apartment and I went to drive out. And that’s when I realized that I had no idea how 
to open this mechanical gate. I got out and tried to find a control box. No luck. I texted my 
friend but they weren’t responding. I sat in the car, hoping someone would come along and 
open the gate and I could scoot out behind them. Nobody came. I just sat there, wishing that I 
was eating breakfast.  
 
Finally I saw in my rearview mirror that behind me there was a woman loading her child into 
her car. She looked to be in her 30’s, she was white, and judging by the car, was financially 
comfortable. I hopped out of the car and approached her.  
 
When she saw me, she was a little surprised and slightly curt with me. I suspect this was 
because I was holding her up with my dumb question. But she explained the process to me and 
said have a nice day and I got out of there without having to crash through the gate.  
 
It wasn’t until later that it dawned on me how this might have been a scary situation for this 
woman. She was alone, with an infant. I am a large man. There was no one else around. But she 
didn’t react as if she was scared and I realized why: I’m white, I present as middle-aged, and I 
appeared upper-middle class both by how I was dressed and how I spoke. I wondered how that 
encounter might have gone if I was just trying to get my car out of the gate but I was a young 
black man with dreadlocks asking for assistance.  
 
What I had in that situation was privilege. I had a set of advantages that had nothing to do with 
me as an individual and everything to do with the groups I get to join by simple fact of how I 
was born.  
 
A lot of folks in this congregation are deeply engaged in understanding how their privilege 
works. I’m told more than a hundred folks were involved in book groups about white fragility 
and I’m so impressed. So for some folks, talking about privilege is just something that they do 
every day. And for other folks, it’s totally new ground. And for still other folks, like me for 
example, it’s always good to get a little reminder to consider privilege. And finally, for folks who 
are members of groups that are historically marginalized and who encounter prejudice every 
day, this talk of privilege can be painfully obvious and a painful reminder.  
 
So whatever group you’re in, I hope that you take care of yourself while I talk about privilege. 
And if your self-care requires that you get up and walk out of this room, I totally support you. I 
mean it. Let me assure you, it won’t be the first time that someone walked out of one of my 
sermons. Take care of yourself. 
 



So let’s talk about privilege. Privilege is the set of advantages that we get simply because of 
parts of our identity that we just happen to have. Privilege is something we get, whether we 
want it or not. It’s just assigned to us by the forces in society over which we have little control. 
Privilege shows up in all the tiny little interactions that make up our lives. Yes, for example, 
asking someone how to get out of a gated apartment development. And also waiting for a table 
in a restaurant, applying for a mortgage, using a bathroom, applying for a job, or interacting 
with the police.  
 
My privilege of being born into an upper-middle class family meant that I got advantages 
without knowing it. Let me give you a very specific example. 
 
My father was a lawyer, and during my high school summers I worked as a messenger at his law 
firm. There was a lovely man there, a senior partner named Bob Fernbach. Because I had that 
job that my father got me, I got to know Mr. Fernbach. When the time came to apply to 
colleges (something that was just assumed that I would do, because of my family privilege) I 
needed to find references. I didn’t have a lot of other adults in my life that I had relationships 
with, so I used Mr. Fernbach as a reference in my application to Cornell University, which is an 
Ivy League School.  
 
Now, I was so clueless that I honestly did not know that Mr. Fernbach was a trustee of Cornell 
University. I really didn’t. A reference from a trustee makes it very likely that one will get into 
that school. And to be real, I was at best an above average student. OK, but definitely not Ivy 
League school level of competitiveness. Because of my dumb luck of having a father who was a 
lawyer, which in turn meant that I was bringing Mr. Fernbach his lunch once in a while, that’s 
what got me into Cornell. It got me into that Ivy league school ahead of folks who I’m sure were 
way more deserving than me. And that’s how privilege works.   
 
It’s also important to understand what privilege isn’t. Having privilege doesn’t mean that a 
person still doesn’t have to work hard, or that a person never suffers some kind of misery, or 
that a person never experiences something that is unfair. It just means that all those bad things 
happen against a background of certain advantages. And to be real, privilege does reduce the 
possibility of misery happening.  
 
But privilege isn’t a complete guarantee of happiness. Part of the reason for that is that there 
are many flavors of privilege and many different kinds of identities that enjoy different kinds of 
benefits. People can be privileged in some ways and definitely not privileged in others. Folks 
can have citizenship privilege, where simply by being born in the US they get privilege that non-
citizens will never access. They can have gender privilege, meaning that if they are born cis-
gendered, they never have to worry that the locker room they use will cause everyone around 
them to freak out. They can have race privilege that gets their resume past the first cut.  
 
This idea of multiple identities is called intersectionality. A very academic jargon word. Our 
privileges intersect with each other, sometimes reinforcing our lack of privilege, sometimes 
creating super-privilege, and often just complicating how we understand ourselves. What does 



it mean to be both white and working-class? Which identity should most drive my behavior, or 
who I vote for? 
 
The fact that we don’t ask for privilege makes it really easy to not notice that we have it. That’s 
not a character flaw. It’s just a function of how privilege works. We don’t blame a horse that’s 
wearing blinders for not seeing something to the side. Society puts blinders on us. Here’s an 
example: so there are 17 states with no workplace protections for queer and trans folks. That 
means that in 17 states a person can be fired for being gay and it’s totally legal. But because I’m 
straight, I never need to think about that if I don’t want to. Doesn’t affect me so I don’t need to 
see the sexuality privilege that I carry.  
 
Dear ones, let me repeat this important idea: not fully comprehending our social location, our 
privilege, is not a character flaw. It’s not a sign that someone is a bad person. Society is set up 
to gloss over our privilege, to keep us distracted and focused on pulling ourselves up by our 
bootstraps or whatever nonsense society uses to keep systemic oppression invisible. So if a 
person hasn’t thought about privilege much, it’s OK. Until now. Now that we know about it, 
now that we see it, we can’t unsee it. In fact, we should do just the opposite. We should make a 
practice of deepening our understanding of our privilege. And the practice (I like calling it a 
practice, because it’s a spiritual practice too), the practice of thinking about our privilege 
requires that we understand our social location.  
 
Social location is the place where all the little pieces of our identities come together to make us 
who we are. Social location is not just about privilege. It’s about our ethnicities, our cultures, or 
experiences, and how they shape the way we understand the world. For example, I’m a 
veteran, and the experience of serving, of spending time in the culture of the military, shapes 
my social location.  
 
Thinking about our social location helps us understand our privilege. And that’s important, 
because when we don’t understand our privilege, we don’t understand our power. Let me say 
that again. When we don’t understand our privilege, we don’t understand our power. And I 
mean we don’t understand our power to harm and our power to do good.  
 
Knowing our privilege helps us to understand why some things that seem unfair at first blush 
are actually plenty fair in light of differences of privilege. Affirmative action hiring programs are 
one example of this.  Closer to our Unitarian Universalist home is the Black only space that 
Black Lives of UU holds at every General Assembly.  This is a room in the convention center 
where people of color can come to experience the privilege that white people at GA experience 
all the time: that is, the experience of being surrounded by people who look like you.  
 
Folks with privilege need to use their privilege, their power, for good. How does that work? 
People with privilege need to be allies. Being an ally is a whole other sermon, but I’ll say that 
there are three big ways to do that. First, educating ourselves about our privilege. And that 
doesn’t mean asking the person without privilege to educate us. That’s just another form of 



oppression. With the internet, it’s really easy to hear the perspective of folks who don’t have  
the privileges we enjoy. Get online and learn. 
 
Second we need to follow rather than lead. That means letting the person with less privilege 
say what they want us to do, and then do it, without argument.  Remember that black only 
space at general assembly? How was that managed? Well, at the request of the leaders of Black 
Lives of UU, folks with white skin privilege sat outside that room and ran interference if well-
meaning but misguided non-people of color wanted to go in. I did that. I sat there with a book. 
No one came by but I was there because I needed to follow.  
 
Finally, we need to act in meaningful ways. Ally is a verb. Those of us with privilege need to put 
our bodies on the line in the way that marginalized folks have to do every day 
 
This week, our larger community, the community of greater Albuquerque, will be faced with 
three significant opportunities for resistance. On Monday, people will be able to stand in 
opposition to federal government policies that are based on ignorance, greed, and bigotry. On 
Wednesday, the Poor People’s Campaign will be in El Paso, joined by members of this 
congregation, including Rev. Angela and I. This is the kick off of their national tour that they 
have titled “We Must Do More”. And this Friday, there’s a Global Climate Strike where adults 
will walk off their jobs and youth will walk out of school during the day to demand that our 
energy system be transformed to save the planet.  
 
Each of these events is a chance for each of us to use our particular privileges. Some folks with 
class privilege have the privilege of not having to work and can take time off during the day. 
Some folks with able body privilege can march and stand. Some folks with literacy privilege can 
write letters in support of these actions, or share information about these actions with our 
friends and families. Some folks with citizenship privilege can show up and speak out without 
fear of being deported. There’s so many ways to use our unique privileges. And this is the week 
for it. 
 
I’ll leave you with this thought: Action is the antidote for despair. Action is the antidote for 
complacency. And action is the antidote to our unspoken expectations. More to the point, 
action is the obligation of privilege. Action is the obligation of privilege. Let’s act! 
 
Amen and blessed be.  
 
 


