
First Unitarian Universalist Society of  San Francisco 

1 
 

AUTHORITARIANS, 
THEN AND NOW 

A Sermon Delivered at the 
First Unitarian Universalist Society of San Francisco 

UN Sunday, October 23, 2016 
The Rev. John A. Buehrens, Senior Minister 

Democracy acknowledges the right to differ as well as the duty to settle differences peacefully. 
Authoritarian governments see criticism of their actions and doctrines as a challenge to combat. 

--Aung San Suu Kyi, Nobel Prize for Peace, 1991; State Counselor of Myanmar  
 
UNISON READING 475  We, the Peoples of the United Nations        UN Charter, 1945 

We, the peoples of the United Nations, determined to save succeeding generations 

from the scourge of war, to reaffirm faith in fundamental human rights, in the 

dignity and worth of the human person, in the equal rights of men and women, 

and of nations large and small, to promote social progress and better standards of 

life in larger freedom, and for these ends to practice tolerance and to live together 

in peace as good neighbors, to unite our strength to maintain international peace 

and security, to insure that armed force shall not be used, save in the common 

interest, to employ international machinery in the promotion of the economic and 

social advancement of all people, have resolved to combine our efforts to 

accomplish these aims.  

ANCIENT READING   Mark 9:33-35     NRSV 

Then they came to Capernaum; and when he was in the house he asked them, 

“What were you arguing about on the way?” 34 But they were silent, for on the 

way they had argued with one another about who was the greatest. 35 He sat down, 

called the twelve, and said to them, “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all 

and the servant of all.” 

MODERN READING from Conservatives Without Conscience, 2005 John W. Dean  

“Social conservatism and neo-conservatism have revived authoritarian 

conservatism, and not for the better of conservatism or American democracy. 

True conservatism is cautious and prudent. Authoritarianism is rash and radical. 

American democracy has benefited from true conservatism, but authoritarianism 

offers potentially serious trouble for any democracy.” 
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The current election season is causing stress to many people. But I wasn’t surprised when I came 

across a study based on some polling. It found that the highest levels of stress are not among the 

young – the generation least likely to be engaged in the political process, sadly. Not among the 

middle-aged who are politically active. Rather the greatest stress was expressed by elders – 

especially those born in the Depression or before, shaped by World War II, who became adults in 

the post-war years. The study offered no explanation. But I quickly thought, “Well, of course; 

they think of fascism.”    

 

Over in Berkeley, the Berkeley Rep is playing a theatrical adaptation of the Sinclair Lewis novel, 

It Can’t Happen Here [1935], about a right-wing populist politician who is elected US president.  

It was also in Berkeley, it occurs to me, back in 1950, that some social scientists, led by German-

born Theodor Adorno, published a controversial study they called The Authoritarian Personality. 

They described a cluster of traits -- conventionalism; stereotyping; anti-intellectualism; cynicism; 

valuing of strength and success; belief in conspiracies; refusal of contradiction; sexual insecurity; 

projection of negative traits onto others – as typical of both authoritarians and their followers. 

Sound familiar? Adorno and his colleagues measured the intensity of such traits in personalities 

on what they called the “F scale,” where F stood for fascist. Their methodology was criticized. 

But it was also rather insightful.  

 

Thinking of the ‘50s, I’m reminded of the last Unitarian to be a candidate for the US Presidency: 

Adlai Stevenson. He ran in both 1952 and 1956, and lost to an avuncular, victorious general, 

Dwight Eisenhower. Adlai then quipped, “I think I missed my true calling in this life – twice.” 

Once he was taken to the Marble Collegiate Church in Manhattan. That’s where Donald Trump 

was raised, and met his second wife. The preacher there was one of the most popular princes of 
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the pulpit in the 1950s, Dr. Norman Vincent Peale. His book, The Power of Positive Thinking, 

was critiqued as often confusing faith with simply having an ego and strong powers of denial.  

Asked what he thought of Peale’s sermon, Stevenson reportedly replied, “You know, even as a 

Unitarian, I increasingly find St. Paul more and more appealing; and St. Peale rather appalling!”  

 

When he lost a third shot at the Democratic nomination, in 1969, to Senator John F. Kennedy, 

Adlai said he was too old to cry but it hurt too much to laugh. He settled for being Kennedy’s 

Ambassador to the United Nations. Where he performed brilliantly, especially during the Cuba 

missile crisis, which avoided nuclear war. But many right-wingers in America wanted a war. 

And hated the UN. So when Stevenson went to Dallas, Texas, in October, 1963, he was attacked, 

just a month before JFK was killed there. Women from the John Birch Society carried signs 

reading “U.S. OUT OF THE U.N.” They shouted at him, spit at him, and hit him over the head. 

When asked if he had anything to say in response, this leader shaped by real faith replied, “Yes, 

you may say that I believe in the redemption of ignorance and the forgiveness of sin!”  

 

That’s what a leader truly committed to democracy says under attack. Not “when I’m elected, 

my opponent goes to jail.” Or “this election is rigged.” Threatening not to accept its outcome.  

But when I step back and try to look at current American politics in more global perspective, 

what strikes me is the rise all across the planet today of authoritarian leaders and movements. 

This is troubling. But it reminds me of the need for what one of my mentors, UU thinker 

Professor James Luther Adams, called “epochal thinking.” Deeper thinking about this epoch in 

the unfolding of human history. Adams had to do it in the years that produced Hitler in Germany, 

Stalin in Russia, Mao in China, Tojo in Japan, Mussolini in Italy, and Franco in Spain. The first 

four of whom were not mere authoritarians, but totalitarians – willing to kill millions, even of 

their own people; and then force other authoritarians into submission.  

 

I hope I don’t need to say that things aren’t that bad. Partly because of the United Nations, and 

the human rights movement that arose along with it. But even with the world’s developed 

democracies, including our own, there is a clear temptation again to authoritarian movements 

and their pseudo-solutions. I think of the recent comments by the right-wing Republican 

Governor of Maine, Paul LePage. He was criticizing the current president as an autocrat – 
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evidently for using executive authority to deal with issues where Congress has failed to act – 

immigration, climate change, labor protections. What’s needed, LePage said, is for a Republican 

president to [quote] “show some authoritarian power” – “to bring back the rule of law.” Oy! 

Meaning strengthening the rule of bullies who have the power over the victims who don’t.  

 

According to Freedom House, which does annual reports on the state of democratic freedoms 

around the world, roughly one third of the world’s people today live under authoritarian regimes. 

But even in some prospering democracies there are growing populist, nationalist movements 

with authoritarian tendencies. And the developing world is, almost by definition, often in play. 

Over the last decade, there have been more reversals in democratic freedoms than improvements 

– particularly in freedom of expression and the rule of law. 105 countries suffered net declines in 

democratic freedoms, while only 61 experienced improvements. And last year was the worst yet. 

With the largest ever number of countries, 72, showing a decline in democratic freedoms and just 

43 making gains. The worst rises in authoritarianism were in the Middle East and in Africa. No 

wonder that’s where most of the LGBT refugees and asylum seekers our Guardian Group takes 

under wing come from.  

 

And why is this? Well, China has provided authoritarian model for combining economic growth 

with democratic suppression. Just this week the President of the Philippines, chastised by the 

U.S. and U.N. for his extra-judicial murders in the name of crime control, pivoted toward China.  

Then there’s also Russia. After the brief “Arab Spring” and “Orange Revolution” in the Ukraine, 

the Putin regime made things far worse both there and in Syria. Refugees flooding into Europe 

helped to turn politics there in a right-wing, nationalistic direction, especially in once communist 

countries like Hungary and Poland. But an often overlooked factor is the rapid pace of economic 

and social change brought about by a communications revolution: cell phones, the web, and 

social media. Globalization of trade has actually promoted peaceful relations. Nations are less 

likely to go to war if they are economically interdependent. But fewer people really value that. 

Rather than see that it is rapid technological innovation that has cost industries far more jobs and 

deepened the wealth divide more than trade, they look for “others” to blame. Absolute poverty 

and isolation has been reduced. But new populist movements have often been accompanied by 

efforts to try to smother dissent – from Thailand to Turkey, and from Venezuela to Bahrain. 
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Democracies like our own, and Europes, are caught up in doubts and division about whether a 

country is better off walling itself off from migration and competition, or staying open. Witness 

the foolish and self-defeating decision of a Britain to exit from the European Union.  

led to foolish and self-defeating decisions like Britain’s vote to leave the European Union. 

 

Yet there is a wise hymn in our hymnbook I almost had us sing today. It begins:  One world this, 

for all its sorrow; one world shaping one tomorrow; one humanity though riven, we, to whom a 

world is given. From one world there is no turning; for one world the prophet’s yearning.”  

 

The last time there was a rise in authoritarianism around the world was in the 1920s and 30s. 

Economic depression had been brought about, in part, by high tariffs and foolish protectionism. 

Radio had brought about a communications revolution. Demagogues quickly learned to use it -- 

from Father Coughlin right-wing rants in Detroit, to Mussolini to Hitler in Europe. Today, 

notice, it is the proliferation of choice in media that allows so many to live in a right-wing echo 

chamber, popularizing conspiracies and repeating contemporary Big Lies over and over until 

even people outside those circles begin to think that there must be something to the idea that the 

alternative candidate is “crooked” – without any real need for facts. Back then the U.S. was out 

of the only fragile form of international order, the League of Nations. Which then fell apart, 

unable to confront aggression by Italy, Germany, and Japan. Which should remind us of how 

important today it is to keep faith in internationalism, and a longer-term perspective on history 

 

In his important book, The Better Angels of Our Nature: Why Violence Is Declining, Harvard 

social scientist Steven Pinker not only proves his counter-intuitive point with thorough statistics. 

He sees how the new omnipresence of media now brings even distant bad news to us instantly, 

increasing our anxiety, and eroding our confidence in others and in the future. Meanwhile, since 

the founding of the United Nations here in our city, not only has global war been avoided, and 

colonialism largely ended, but a human rights movement has also risen to resist authoritarians, 

and to promote democracy. More recently, the global challenge of climate change has provoked 

even defensive, inward-looking nations around the world to realize that their fate, and ours, are 

inextricably interconnected.  
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True conservatism is one thing. It cares about character. About servant leadership. Authoritarian 

conservatism is something different. A clear and present danger. Certainly I never thought I 

would hear an American presidential candidate refuse to promise to respect the outcome of an 

election – because, he says, the media have “poisoned the minds of the public.” Perhaps he is 

hurt that even conservative newspapers all over the country have overwhelmingly refused to 

endorse him. But when there is a bully afoot, the courageous and right thing to do clearly is to 

“say something.” And keep the faith – in democracy, humanity, and the human future we share. 

So may it be. Amen.  
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