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Sermon: The State of the World 
I have SOOOO much to say.   So I hope you don't mind that today's 

service is going to be 5 hours long.    ....  Just kidding. 

Since I can't cover everything, I ask that you consider some of the 

resources listed in your order of service.   I especially ask that you 

read the book "The Rational Optimist" by Matt Ridley.   It's 

important, especially if you, or someone you know, is struggling with 

a depression that is at least partly caused by a negative view of our 

world and its prospects for the future. 

I'm not one who reads books and always agrees with everything, 

just because it's in print.  I've abandoned many a book half way on 

with the thought that the book's basic premise is flawed.   And even 

in this book, I don't agree with everything.   But the arguments he 

makes for why our negative view of the state of the world is flawed, 

why the future will be better, why we CAN and WILL solve today's 

problems are overwhelming.   He blows you away with logical case 

after case, example after example, evidence and more evidence.   In 

the end I came away convinced that much of what he says makes 

sense, which is why today I label myself a Rational Optimist. 

 

Much of what I say will be direct quotes from the book.  For 

convenience, I'll just signal you when it's a quote. 
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As a rational optimist I believe that the world isn't in anywhere near 

as bad a shape as people think it is.  I also have great confidence 

that the problems we face, great as they are, can and will be 

addressed. 

 

Why is our view of the world so negative? I think that, in the words 

for all ages, I touched on one of the reasons.   The media loves 

pessimism and loves fear.  We are inundated with negativity. 

There is immense vested interest in pessimism. No charity ever 

raised money for its cause by saying things are getting better. No 

journalist ever got the front page by telling his editor that he wanted 

to write a story about how disaster was now less likely. Good news is 

no news, so the media megaphone is at the disposal of any 

politician, journalist or activist who can plausibly warn of a coming 

disaster. As a result, the media go to great lengths to search even 

the most cheerful of statistics for glimmers of doom. The day I was 

writing a first draft of this paragraph, the BBC reported on its 

morning news headlines a study that found the incidence of heart 

disease among young and middle-aged British women had ‘stopped 

falling’. Note what was not news: the incidence of heart disease had 

until recently been falling steeply among all women, was still falling 

among men, and was not yet rising even among the female age 

group where it had just ‘stopped falling’. Yet all the discussion was 

of this ‘bad’ news. 
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I encountered something similar just last week.  I was reading a 

"disturbing" story, the headline of which was something like "World 

Literacy Progress Failing".   The story was about the fact that it looks 

like the nations of the world are not on target for meeting world 

literacy goals that were established by the UN several years ago.   

The tone of the story was negative.   But nowhere did they say that 

world literacy rates actually rose, and continue to rise, just not as 

fast as was hoped. 

 

Another example of the media's addiction to fear mongering:  A few 

days ago I heard a story on the local NBC news.   I forget the exact 

words, but it definitely started out with  "The world held its breath 

today".   It was something like "The world held its breath today as it 

waited for news about a terrorist hostage situation at one of 

Europe's busiest airports."  The story went on to describe the 

situation as "chaos" for thousands of people.   It wasn't until several 

sentences into the story that they mentioned that the whole thing 

was a false alarm. 

"The world held its breath?"  Come on now!  I bet that 99.9% of the 

world was totally unaware of what happened, and that even most of 

the people at the airport didn't know what was going on. 

Why couldn't they have just announced it more accurately as... 

"A false alarm about a hostage situation was somehow accidently 

issued by one of the airlines at Schiphol airport in the Netherlands.   
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It caused a brief lockdown which inconvenienced some people there.  

Authorities are still investigating exactly what happened." 

 

But, what will our subconscious remember a few months from now?   

Our brains will simply remember some vague thing about yet 

another terrorist hostage thing.   Just as some people will remember 

the month that California practically burned to the ground. 

 

Is it any wonder that suicide is on the rise?   That our collective 

picture of the world is a pessimisticly skewed one?      

 

I'm a big believer in evolution.   Not just the evolution of our 

physical attributes, arms, legs, brains..., but also the evolution of our 

emotions and psychology.   We evolved in a world where the only 

news we had was about our own little tribe, perhaps occasionally 

something in the next tribe over.   But now we collect bad news 

from all over the world and even make good or neutral news sound 

scary. 

 

We simply did not evolve to exist in a world of constant bad news.   

Our brains cannot handle it without becoming depressed. 

 

So, what can we do to overcome this?    
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First, we need to be ever mindful of the fact that what we hear on 

the news and read/see on the internet is on average tremendously 

biased toward negativity... that it's written to get and keep our 

attention.  And there's no better way to do that then to hype the 

fear factor. 

 

Second, we have to counter this by ACTIVELY seeking out optimistic 

good news.  I strongly suggest that you start by reading the Rational 

Optimist.   Another thing is, on a regular basis, look up some good 

news on the internet, visiting sites that attempt to provide a counter 

balance.   Just do a google search for something like "good news of 

2019".  In your OOS i've suggested some search strings. Of course, 

not everything on those sites should be assumed to always be true 

either, but we should at least try and counter the imbalanced view 

that we receive every day. 

Third, we need to be especially hopeful and optimistic with children.   

Here's something that really bothers me: school shootings.   OF 

COURSE, every school shooting is a horrible thing, and we should do 

what we can to try and have it never happen.   But our warped view 

of the picture is doing more harm than good.   I did some research 

on how many children have been shot in schools in the US since 

1999 (Columbine), and then compared that to the number of school 

children in the US and the number of school days in a year.  In my 

calculation, the odds of your child getting shot at school on any 

given day is one in 512 million.  That's actually higher than the one 

in 614 million that a 2018 Pew Research study came up with. 
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Yet, there are some schools that do active shooter drills.   In my 

opinion, the damage being done to the psyche of those kids, making 

them believe that they live in a violent, scary world, is a terrible and 

totally unnecessary thing.   Yes, we need to keep our children safe, 

but needlessly giving them a scary world view is not helpful, it only 

feeds the suicide epidemic. 

 

Let's start by dispelling some myths: 

<  

show charts from web site " Optimistic facts and charts": 

https://www.vox.com/2014/11/24/7272929/global-poverty-health-crime-literacy-good-news 

> 

Myth: We're not making any progress in solving world poverty. 

Chart 1:  Extreme poverty has fallen 

 

Myth: We're not making any progress in solving world hunger: 

Chart 2: 2000 - 2017 Country progress in reducing GHI scores. 

 

Myth: We're not making any progress in solving child labor 

chart 3: children's involvement in child labor 

<quickly go through other charts on that site> 

 

https://www.vox.com/2014/11/24/7272929/global-poverty-health-crime-literacy-good-news
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Myth: We live in a very dangerous, violent world.  

chart 14:  homicide rates have fallen dramatically. 

chart 15 and 16: The US 

 

<quickly go through other charts on that site> 

... 

 

If you had a magic machine that could bring you to any place and 

time, so that you could live there as an average person, where and 

when would it be? 

I find it hard to believe that any rational person wouldn't pick 

TODAY, somewhere in an industrialized country.   Today our biggest 

health problem is that we eat too much... TOO MUCH FOOD.    Good 

God!  Throughout 99.9% of human history for most people it was a 

struggle to get access to good food. 

 

There are people who think life was better in the past.  Let's take a 

look at the life of an average family on a farm somewhere on the 

east coast of the US, shortly after the war of independence: 

The family is gathering around the hearth in the simple timber-

framed house. Father reads aloud from the Bible while mother 

prepares to dish out a stew of beef and onions. The baby boy is being 

comforted by one of his sisters and the eldest lad is pouring water 

from a pitcher into the earthenware mugs on the table. His elder 
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sister is feeding the horse in the stable. Outside there is no noise of 

traffic, there are no drug dealers and neither dioxins nor radioactive 

fall-out have been found in the cow’s milk. All is tranquil; a bird sings 

outside the window.  

Oh please! Though this is one of the better-off families in the village, 

father’s Scripture reading is interrupted by a bronchitic cough that 

presages the pneumonia that will kill him at 53 – not helped by the 

wood smoke of the fire. (He is lucky: life expectancy even in England 

was less than 40 in 1800.) The baby will die of the smallpox that is 

now causing him to cry; Toothache tortures the mother. The stew is 

grey and gristly yet meat is a rare change from gruel; there is no 

fruit or salad at this season. It is eaten with a wooden spoon from a 

wooden bowl. Candles cost too much, so firelight is all there is to see 

by. Nobody in the family has ever seen a play, painted a picture or 

heard a piano. School is a few years of dull Latin taught by a bigoted 

martinet at the vicarage. Father visited the city once, but the travel 

cost him a week’s wages and the others have never travelled more 

than fifteen miles from home. Each daughter owns two wool 

dresses, two linen shirts and one pair of shoes. Father’s jacket cost 

him a month’s wages but is now infested with lice. The children sleep 

two to a bed on straw mattresses on the floor. 

 

OK, so I think I've made a case that life was pretty freaking hard in 

the past, and that we're living in perhaps the best time ever.    But 

what about the future?   People's unease today is more about their 

fear of the future than our actual current state. 
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John Stuart Mills said: 

I have observed that not the man who hopes when others 

despair, but the man who despairs when others hope, is 

admired by a large class of persons as a sage. 

 

A quote from the book: 

A constant drumbeat of pessimism usually drowns out any 

triumphalist song. If you say the world has been getting better you 

may get away with being called naïve and insensitive. If you say the 

world is going to go on getting better, you are considered 

embarrassingly mad. If, on the other hand, you say catastrophe is 

imminent, you may expect a McArthur genius award or even the 

Nobel Peace Prize. The bookshops are groaning under ziggurats of 

pessimism. The airwaves are crammed with doom. In my own adult 

lifetime, I have listened to implacable predictions of growing 

poverty, coming famines, expanding deserts, imminent plagues, 

impending water wars, inevitable oil exhaustion, mineral shortages, 

falling sperm counts, thinning ozone, acidifying rain, nuclear winters, 

mad-cow epidemics, Y2K computer bugs, killer bees, sex-change fish, 

global warming, ocean acidification and even asteroid impacts that 

would presently bring this happy interlude to a terrible end. I cannot 

recall a time when one or other of these scares was not solemnly 

espoused by sober, distinguished and serious elites and hysterically 

echoed by the media. I cannot recall a time when I was not being 
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urged by somebody that the world could only survive if it abandoned 

the foolish goal of economic growth. 

 Let me make a square concession at the start: the pessimists are 

right when they say that, if the world continues as it is, it will end in 

disaster for all humanity. If all transport depends on oil, and oil runs 

out, then transport will cease. If agriculture continues to depend on 

irrigation and aquifers are depleted, then starvation will ensue. But 

notice the conditional: if. The world will not continue as it is. That is 

the whole point of human progress, the whole message of cultural 

evolution, the whole import of dynamic change – the whole thrust of 

this book. 

 It is my proposition that the human race has become a collective 

problem-solving machine and it solves problems by changing its 

ways. It does so through invention ... 

The pessimists’ mistake is extrapolationism: assuming that the 

future is just a bigger version of the past. 

 

 

"[Humanity] solves problems by changing its ways.  It does so 

through invention".    

Sometimes that's true.   For example, in an 1894 article in the 

London Times it was predicted that "If London continues to grow, in 

50 years every street in London will be buried under nine feet of 

horse manure.” 
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Of course that never happened.   The predictor failed to see the 

coming of the automobile.   He was unable to have faith in his fellow 

man's ability to invent and solve problems.   But, even if cars had not 

come along, humanity would have found some other solution.   This 

gloomy prediction existed because the person making it assumed 

that things would go on just as they always did. 

 

Human beings are remarkable inventors.   Technology has made all 

types of things possible, and has made a joke of many predictions: 

 “The abolishment of pain in surgery is a chimera. It is absurd to go 

on seeking it…knife and pain are two words in surgery that must 

forever be associated in the consciousness of the patient.” – Dr. 

Alfred Velpeau, surgeon, 1839. 

 

 “It is impossible to look inside the body.  X-rays will prove to be a 

hoax.” – Lord Kelvin, President of the Royal Society, 1883. 

 

“Heavier-than-air flying machines are impossible.” 

– Lord Kelvin, 1895. 

 

 “Most of the people who are going to die in the greatest cataclysm in 

the history of man have already been born,” wrote Paul Ehrlich in a 

1969 essay titled “Eco-Catastrophe! “By…[1975] some experts feel 

that food shortages will have escalated the present level of world 

hunger and starvation into famines of unbelievable proportions. Other 

experts, more optimistic, think the ultimate food-population collision 

will not occur until the decade of the 1980s.” 
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 In January 1970, Life reported, “Scientists have solid experimental 

and theoretical evidence to support…the following predictions: In a 

decade, urban dwellers will have to wear gas masks to survive air 

pollution…by 1985 air pollution will have reduced the amount of 

sunlight reaching earth by one half….” 

 

But inventions, AKA technology, is not the only change that makes 

predictions fail. I believe humanity solves its problems through a 

combination of technology and the hard work of large groups of 

people working toward a common goal (in other words 

"movements") 

Consider these predictions: 

 "women will never be able to vote" 

 "women will never outnumber men in colleges and universities" 

 "a black man will never be elected president" 

 "a gay man can never be a legitimate contender in presidential 

primaries" 

It's social change, brought about by the hard work of dedicated 

groups of people pushing for education and change that made these 

predictions fail. 

 

Often it's a combination, a synergy of technology change and the 

hard work of movements that brings about change. 
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The bottom line is that we should NEVER underestimate how much 

and how fast things can change, both technologically and culturally. 

 

Humanity is amazingly inventive.  We are born problem solvers.  The 

information revolution brought about by computers and the 

internet is exponentially increasing the rate of invention and 

discovery in medicine, materials science and just about every area 

of human endeavor. 

 

The world is becoming more and more educated,  less and less 

xenophobic, more and more peaceful (did you know that never, in 

the history of mankind, have fewer people (percentage wise) been 

involved in war?), more and more tolerant, on and on and on...  I 

don't have the time in this forum to make my case for some of these 

things, so I urge you to educate yourself. 

 

As for the environment, it is true that we are facing doom.   IF we 

don't do something, IF we don't stop population growth, IF we don't 

come up with new technologies,  IF we don't change how we live, 

then we face a very gloomy prospect. 

 

But again, that's a lot of IFs.   And I do not for one second think that 

nothing will change.   Not only are we seeing a lot of technology 

being applied to problems, but I also believe we're on the cusp of a 
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sea change in attitude.   In my time I have seen generational 

changes, from generations who knew practically nothing about 

ecology and blindly thought that humanity could do pretty much 

whatever it wants, to a generation that is acutely aware of the risk, 

KNOWS it must be careful, KNOWS that it still has lots to learn, 

KNOWS that things must change, and is determined to make the 

necessary changes. 

    

All the thousands of predictions of doom made since the dawn of 

mankind's ability to predict have proven wrong.    We CAN change, 

we WILL change, we CAN come up with new technologies.   Do not 

underestimate mankind's collective ability to solve problems. 

 

Don't be afraid.   The present is good and the future is full of 

possibilities.   It's OK to be happy 

 

Blessed Be! 
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                    Resources: 
Resources: 

Book: The Rational Optimist (How Prosperity Evolves)   By Matt Ridley 

Web Site: Optimistic facts and charts: 

https://www.vox.com/2014/11/24/7272929/global-poverty-health-crime-literacy-good-news 

Web Site: Good news:  The world is getting better 

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/08/good-news-the-world-is-getting-better-bad-news-you-were-wrong-about-how-

things-have-changed 

Website: https://wwf.panda.org/wwf_news/successes/ 

Website: https://www.endangered.org/success-stories/ 

Some suggested Google searches:  

good news 2018, environmental good news, environmental progress, environmental success stories, predictions that failed, 

the week's good news 

 
 

TimeLine of Failed Predictions:   

https://www.fastcompany.com/1706712/timeline-failed-predictions-part-1 

 

18 spectacularly wrong predictions 

https://www.aei.org/carpe-diem/18-spectacularly-wrong-predictions-made-around-the-time-of-first-earth-day-in-1970-

expect-more-this-year-3/ 

25 predictions that never came true 

http://www.funcage.com/blog/25-predictions-from-the-past-that-never-came-true/ 

 

  

https://www.vox.com/2014/11/24/7272929/global-poverty-health-crime-literacy-good-news
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/08/good-news-the-world-is-getting-better-bad-news-you-were-wrong-about-how-things-have-changed
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/08/good-news-the-world-is-getting-better-bad-news-you-were-wrong-about-how-things-have-changed
https://wwf.panda.org/wwf_news/successes/
https://www.endangered.org/success-stories/
https://www.fastcompany.com/1706712/timeline-failed-predictions-part-1
https://www.aei.org/carpe-diem/18-spectacularly-wrong-predictions-made-around-the-time-of-first-earth-day-in-1970-expect-more-this-year-3/
https://www.aei.org/carpe-diem/18-spectacularly-wrong-predictions-made-around-the-time-of-first-earth-day-in-1970-expect-more-this-year-3/
http://www.funcage.com/blog/25-predictions-from-the-past-that-never-came-true/
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CHALICE LIGHTING 

 

CHERISH YOUR DREAMS 
By Maureen Killoran 

The poet Langston Hughes has written: 

"Hold fast to dreams 
for if dreams die, 
life is a broken-winged bird 
that cannot fly." 

May this chalice flame challenge each of us to cherish 
our dreams. 
For all things worth doing begin in the courage and 
inspiration of a dream. 

 

  

https://www.uua.org/offices/people/maureen-killoran
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Closing (chalice extinguishing) 

 

THE PURPOSE OF THIS COMMUNITY IS TO 
HELP ITS PEOPLE GROW 
By Erik Walker Wikstrom 

If you are who you were, 
and if the person next to you is who he or she was, 
if none of us has changed 
since the day we came in here— 
we have failed. 

The purpose of this community— 
of any church, temple, zendo, mosque— 
is to help its people grow. 

We do this through encounters with the unknown—in ourselves, 
in one another, 
in "The Other"—whoever that might be for us, 
however hard that might be— 
because these encounters have many gifts to offer. 

So may you go forth from here this morning 
not who you were, 
but who you could be. 

 

https://www.uua.org/offices/people/erik-walker-wikstrom

