
The Frederick E. Turnage
Distinguished Speaker Series at Lakeside:

Conversations on Christian Citizenship
Lakeside Baptist Church • Rocky Mount, North Carolina

Dr. Jonathan L. Walton
Plummer Professor of Christian Morals

and Pusey Minister in the Memorial Church
at Harvard University

and Professor of Religion and Society at Harvard Divinity School

JANUARY 13, 2014

Vision or a Stare?
Promoting Ethical Leadership in a Voyeuristic Age

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood, and sorry I could not travel both.
And be one traveler long I stood, and looked down one as far as I could
To where it bent in the undergrowth.

Then took the other as just as fair, and having perhaps the better claim
For it was grassy and wanted wear, As though as the passing their 
Had worn them really about the same.

And both that morning equally lay, no leaves in steps had trodden black
Oh, I kept the first for another day, yet realizing that way leads onto way
I doubted if I should ever come back

And I shall be telling this with a sigh, Somewhere ages and ages hence
Two roads diverged in a wood and I, took the one less traveled by.
And it has made all of the difference.

-Robert Frost, 1915

All of us are aware of how tempting it is to take the path of the popular or drive
along the freeways of the familiar.  There is indeed a certain safety and security in
following the crowd.  Yet the protagonist of the poem I just recited for your hearing
took a different approach.  Rather than taking the path of least resistance, she took the
road less traveled.  I would surmise that where others saw obstacles she saw
opportunity.  Where others envisioned failure she saw fortune.  And when others
could only think about the problems and perils along the least traveled path, she saw
potential and possibility.



What was it about her vision?  Why was she able to see what the majority could
not, and why could she envision what the majority failed to?  Clearly she was looking
at the competing paths.  But where others had sight, she had vision.

Robert Frost penned this now American classic poem in 1915 yet it conveys
the very theme I want to discuss with you this morning. As we convene to discuss
vision, values and making the right choices, I want to speak from the topic: Visionary
Leadership in a Voyeuristic Age.

Religious leaders in America have always found themselves in a precarious
position trying to juxtapose the teachings of their respective faiths over against the
social mores and cultural ethos of the dominant society.  Ethical issues mounted on
the hinges of gender come to mind as an example.  Whether it was responding to
matters of suffrage, equal access to education, or speaking out against current
inequalities and injustices informed by gender such as equal pay for equal work and
gender-specific policies that speak to particular lives of women and men, two choices
continue to confronted the Christian Church in America: heed Jesus' command to
"love thy neighbor as thyself" and seek to undermine injustice, or pervert one's faith
so that it becomes a means to sanctify the status quo, male privilege, and power.  The
former option typically results in social marginalization at best, and the risk of one's
life and livelihood at worst.  The latter often leads to one being accepted, if not
celebrated, by one's own age.

Similar is the case as this nation continues to adjust to a new normal after the
worst economic crisis since the Great Depression.  Do communities of faith have a
distinct "Word from the Lord" amidst this time of national financial crisis?  Is there
an oppositional vision of American life that might be cast as we seek to move
forward?  Or have the majority of faith communities throughout this country become
so inebriated by a desire for social acceptance or anesthetisized by a hyper-material
worldview that they have little to say in terms of love, justice and personal sacrifice? 
These are the questions that I am interested in today as we consider the difference
between having vision or just staring amidst an unequal and voyeuristic age.

To be sure, it's not easy.  I would argue that the tools and technologies of
emerging generations even work against us in many ways.  The lines between news
and entertainment, the public and private, reality and performance art have become
so blurred that it is hard to even capture the state of the human condition.  "Real"
private life has gone underground, as we parade out avatars of our imaginations on
Facebook, Twitter, blogs, and other social networking sites.  Documentary and fiction
have conflated within the oxymoronic realms of a reality television society.  And our
self-value and worth is now defined by how many "friends" follow us or a the level
of our ranking according to a Google algorithm.  Thus, in the words of Lee Seigel we
go online to sound more like everyone else than everyone else is able to sound.  We
outdo the crowd by amplifying the message of the crowd with the most outrageous



variation of reality as possible in order to get the most links, the most page views, and
the most attention.  For simply gaining attention "Hey, look at me," has become
financially profitable in our society.

This is why many of our leading ministries in this country have gained
notoriety for their ability to get large numbers to look at them; to attract followers,
hits on Youtube, even television audiences.  And while many in faith circles love to
use the language of vision, its often little more than a stare. Staring at racial injustice
and religious intolerance.  Staring at economic inequality.  Staring at gender disparity
and environmental destruction.  To be sure, some of us take to the comment section
on Huffington Post with our rage against the machine.  We become Twitter activists
with all of the righteous indignation 140 characters can capture.  And while I don't
want to besmirch the effective and efficient ways that activists have used social media
for social change, you and I must also be mindful that our Ipads and mobile devices
don't supplant our call to do justice, seek mercy, and walk humbly before our God.

You and I have been afforded the opportunity, time and resources to think
differently about your world.  Our relative social privilege affords us this.  We have
the privilege to envision our world and our role in it quite differently.  This is what
having vision is all about.  It is the capacity to see things not as they are, but
according to there potential.  A visionary is one who dares to imagine and think
outside the constructs and confines of the status quo; someone who is not scared to
take intellectual flight and look down at the world from a panoramic perspective. 
From a higher intellectual altitude, like someone who can examine the entirety of
life's chess board, we can see more than the move that is placed before us, but also
imagine impending moves and obstacles to come.

This leads me to the three points that I have for you if we are going to talk
about what it means to have vision in leadership.

Know the Difference Between Intelligence and Intellect
If you are going to develop a vision for leadership, you are going to have to

learn the difference between intelligence and intellect.  According to Richard
Hofstadter, the great biographer of intellectual life, intelligence is the capacity to
adapt, adjust and assimilate oneself toward a particular goal.  Intelligence is practical,
pragmatic and purpose-driven.  Intelligent persons can identify a desired goal or
objective and then successfully put together a plan of action to meet their particular
goals.  Intelligent persons have an acute understanding of the way a game is played
and then use the rules to their advantage toward achieving great success.

Intellect, on the other hand, is neither presentist or necessarily practical. 
Intellect allows our imagination to rise above our existence in order to critically
engage our world from a panoramic perspective.  Intellect is contemplative, it is
critical, and in the final instance, it is always creative.  Intellect does not play by the



rules necessarily, as it rises above the rules so that it may reinterpret the rules. 
Intellect disrupts mere intelligence because it is willing to challenge accepted ways
of doing things and raise questions that may be embarrassing.  Intelligence asks "how
can I gain a desired result in life?"  Intellect asks "is it possible to live life
differently?"

Here Richard Bach's tale of Jonathan Livingston Seagull comes to mind. 
Rather than becoming a master of meandering around the seashore becoming a
resident professional of collecting fish, Jonathan Livingston Seagull had dreams of
flight.  Other seagulls, including his own parents, mocked and misunderstood him. 
The elders of the clan eventually even banished him for violating the culture of
collecting fish carcasses along the seashore.  But Jonathan Livingston Seagull
remained convinced, "There has to be more to life than this.  I don't want to just live. 
I want to have a life that is worth living."  And it was this seagull's vision of a
different way of living coupled with his discipline to practice flying everyday that
eventually allowed him to pierce beyond the clouds and experience a whole new way
of living.  Once above the clouds, the flying seagull discovered that he was not alone. 
He joined an entirely new clan of seagulls that also flew well above the clouds.

Know the Difference Between Information and Insight
Not only must you and I know the difference between intelligence and intellect,

we need to know the difference between information and insight..  Information is
good.  Information entails the facts, figures, stories and statistics; the stock material
of what will be introduced to over the next four years.  More importantly, information
will constitute the cognitive toolkits from which you will pull in your intellectual
pursuits.

Information, however, is neutral.  It can be used as a tool to build or as a
weapon to destroy.  This is why you and I must be careful to discern.  Information
will tell you that if you are young, black, brown, and male, there is a better chance of
you becoming a part of the prison industrial complex than walking across the
platform at graduation.  Information will tell you that if you are working class and
female that it is very unlikely that you will have an enduring, loving, monogamous
relationship.  Information will even tell you that Christopher Columbus discovered
America, Abraham Lincoln freed the slaves and that Martin Luther King, Jr. was no
more than a colorblind dreamer.

The fact is mere data collection is a passive endeavor.  It is linear.  Somebody
gives and you collect uncritically.  And if we are not careful, we can allow
information to define, delimit and thus determine our vision.  This is why as leaders
we must move beyond the collection of information to gaining a more mature
perspective in the form of critical insight.  If collecting information is passive,
attaining insight concerning the information is intellectually active.  Anyone can
quote statistics.  Anyone can recite history.  Anyone can regurgitate facts and figures. 



But the real test of one's intellect and vision is how they are able to interpret this
information in order to expand our current understandings about the world we inhabit.

For instance, it is one thing to know poverty statistics, which is information. 
It is another thing to properly understand the logic of poverty in a capitalist economy
and then offer viable solutions to help folk out of poverty; that is insight.  It is one
thing to decry against materialism, misogyny and hyper-masculinity of hip hop music,
which is information.  But it is another thing to link the violence and aggression of
Rick Ross to the violence and aggression that defines America's foreign policy and
inhumane drone strikes; that is insight.  And whenever you and I begin to realize the
difference between the two and start putting our insight into action, then we are no
longer staring at the problems of our world, but envisioning solutions for positive
change.

Intolerance for Injustice
Finally, once we know the difference between intelligence and intellect; and

once we know the difference between information and insight, then you and I should
automatically develop intolerance for injustice.  This is a cold and cruel world that
we live in.  And some would suggest that it has been cold and cruel for so long that
the moral order has been reversed.  Many have come to believe that it is right to be
wrong, and its wrong to be right.  We are conditioned not to care about the fact that
50% of the population is forced to live on less than $2 per day.  We are programmed
to be apathetic about and even participate in classism, sexism, heterosexism, and
racism as long as we don't think it directly affects us.  And some of us have even
gotten so bad that we lump the victims of injustice all together and declare that they
have brought their suffering on themselves.  National politicians and pundits are all
too quick to label the poor as pathological and this nation's working class as having
embraced an entitlement mentality; as if there is something wrong with believing that
one should be able to work a full-time job, earn a living wage, have adequate
healthcare, and provide quality housing and education for one's family. It is this sort
of cold and callous apathy that is exacerbating the unraveling of this nation's social
safety net and fracturing of our social compact.

But when you see the world as a visionary, your intellect and insight into
human suffering won't allow you to be indifferent or apathetic.  You will refuse to
bow down and worship the modernist trinitarian deity of me, myself and I.  And you
will understand the folly of valorizing Ayn Rand's mythic John Galt who believes he
is some sort of individual Atlas forced to carry the rest of the undeserving world on
his shoulders.  That is bull.  Rather you will understand that greatness and success is
not defined by financial wealth, political power, or even cultural acclaim. Rather
when you have a heart full of grace and soul generated by love, you have the correct
disposition to achieve the highest level of humanity.   This is what I believe God
demands of us; to do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly before our God. And this
is what you, my friends, have to offer the world.


