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“An Unabridged Right” 

A Sermon by the Rev. Dr. Stephanie May 

First Parish in Wayland 

February 9, 2020 

 

Our sermon title today, “An Unabridged Right,” comes directly from the 15th Amendment 

which in its entirety reads, 

 

 Section 1. 

The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by 

the United States or by any state on account of race, color, or previous condition of 

servitude. 

 

Section 2. 

The Congress shall have power to enforce this article by appropriate legislation. 

 

These words seem so simple and straightforward—like the joyful story of voting as told by 

The Cat in the Hat in today’s Time for All Ages.  

 

But, as we heard in the litany of the history of black voter suppression as well as in the 

story of Viviette Applewhite who fought back against a 2011 Voter ID law . . . black voting 

history is anything but simple. 

 

I could give you more statistics about the rise in voter suppression—like how more than 30 

states introduced voter suppression legislation following the record-breaking voter 

turnout in 2008—a turnout that had reflected the shifting demographics in the United 

States towards more African-American, Hispanic and Asian voters.  (ACLU, “The Facts 

about Voter Suppression)  

 

I could also point out that the 150th anniversary of the 15th Amendment was just six days 

ago on Monday, February 3rd. Hear that again: it has been one hundred and fifty years since 

African American men were granted “the unabridged right” to vote.  

 

But rather than talk yet more numbers, I want to focus instead on words. Words like 

“unabridged” and “suppression” and “rights.” I want to talk about the ethics and, yes, the 

theology of voting. 

 

In the words of the Cat in the Hat, “Voting gives each of us our very own voice.”  In our 

religious tradition, we uphold the worth and dignity of every person, which is another way 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/she-the-people/post/the-93-year-old-face-of-pennsylvania-voter-id/2012/08/16/ed4b3b06-e7d8-11e1-9739-eef99c5fb285_blog.html
https://www.aclu.org/facts-about-voter-suppression
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of saying that we affirm that every person has their very own voice.  This is not simply a 

political idea. This is about foundational ethical values. Do we ascribe worth and dignity to 

every life, every voice, or don’t we?  

 

In 1776, the founding document of our nation declared,  

 

“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are 

endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, 

Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. . . . —That to secure these rights, Governments 

are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the 

governed.” 

 

These familiar words with their talk of equality, rights, and consent echo through our 

history as inspiration and as condemnation.  From the beginning, there was not equality. 

Rights were not justly recognized. No one bothered with the consent of women, of enslaved 

persons, or of the poor.  

 

Not even a hundred years passed before the union of the states fractured over the meaning 

of these words. Who is equal? Who has rights? Who is free to consent? Standing amongst 

the graves of Gettysburg, President Lincoln commended the action of those who had died 

fighting and challenged his audience to consider their own possible actions, saying: 

 

“It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task remaining before us - 

that we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain . . . that this 

nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom – and that government of the 

people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.” 

 

But, which people would govern? Whose rights? Whose consent? In the wake of Lincoln’s 

words and the actions of thousands who fought and died, formerly enslaved persons won 

the right to be free. In new and important ways, their voices mattered as full persons, not as 

a voiceless fraction. Then, with the actions of the Congress and the ratifying states, the 15th 

Amendment became law, granting an “unabridged right” to vote. 

 

Unabridged. A word meaning not cut or shortened; complete. Not partial voting privileges. 

Not sometimes-maybe-you-can-vote. Complete voting privileges.   

 

Except that in practice the vote was very much abridged. Year by year, state by state, new 

laws and intimidation suppressed the black vote, especially in the states where slavery had 

been legal.  
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And, here is another critical word: suppressed. Spelled with two p’s and two s’s, the word 

itself expands as if to forcibly hold your tongue and your voice in its control. S – u – p – p – r 

– e – s – s – e – d  

 

One dictionary defines suppress as “to prevent the development, action, or expression (of a 

feeling, impulse, idea, etc.); restrain.”  Such language suggests a relatively polite 

endeavor—like gently quieting a wiggling kid in a pew. Or, even subduing our own urges to 

slip out of a boring meeting. Don’t we all know this kind of balance between our inner 

desires and external actions? Such a notion of suppressed seems like a commonsense part 

of life. Mild really. To be expected. 

 

But looking again, a different dictionary says “suppress:  forcibly put an end to. Eg ‘the 

uprising was savagely suppressed.’” This suppression is the taunts, the blows, the officers in 

uniform on the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma. This suppression is the burning of crosses 

and the insidious Jim Crow laws dividing people on the basis of race.  Such suppression 

seeks to silence voices. Such suppression means to abridge the rights of person, to put an 

end to ideas of equality. 

 

When we speak of voter suppression today—what do we mean by suppress? If we only 

think of voter suppression as overt acts of violence, will we miss the quiet bureaucratic acts 

of Voter ID laws, redrawing voting districts, or ‘cleaning up’ voter lists? Do we only notice 

the images of the past or can we see suppression happening today? Do we see Voter ID 

laws as a commonsense request or as the equivalent of a 21st century poll tax that must be 

paid to vote? 

 

It is black history month, but the past refuses to stay behind us. The questions remain: 

Which people govern? Whose rights are respected? Whose voices consent? Whose voices 

resist, protest, condemn? Who acts to ensure the government of the people, by the people, 

for the people, shall not perish from the earth? 

 

Such questions are not the past, but the present. In this a historic week of words and of 

action, the Senate voted on articles of impeachment against President Trump. The votes of 

those Senators determined the course of our nation. The votes of the people who put those 

Senators in office shaped the direction of our country.  It was a vote that will have 

consequences for what happens next at our borders, in our courts, and to our planet.   

 

We may not be Senators with the right to vote on the articles of impeachment, but many of 

us are citizens with the right to vote on who will govern.  Voting still has power. If it did not, 
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there would not be such efforts to undermine who votes.  Politics are a system shaped 

again and again by votes. The power of the people lies in this vote.  

 

In case you doubt this or have lost touch of the vital importance of voting, then I encourage 

you to go in search of more statistics and stories. Learn about the organizing post-2008 to 

discourage non-white voters through multiple means. Watch the short film “Suppressed” 

on YouTube or at a local viewing. Stream the new documentary “Rigged” from various 

online sources. Or, read the newly released book, Uncounted: The Crisis of Voter Suppression 

in America by Gilda R. Daniels (NYU, 2020). 

 

What is at issue is not simply winning elections or replacing one elected official with 

another. What is at issue is safeguarding the unabridged right to vote, the consent to be 

governed, and the vision of equality that gives each person a voice, without regard of race, 

color, sex, or gender. Fighting voter suppression is about the ethics of whose voice matters 

and the theological values of the worth and dignity of every person. It is about loving our 

neighbors as complete persons with voices that have a right to be counted. 

 

But we cannot simply stop at declarations of pretty platitudes of love.  

 

Author Austin Channing Brown decries love that is aloof and inconsequential. Rather, 

Brown calls for a love that is a moral obligation. Brown needs: 

 

A love that is troubled by injustice. A love that is provoked to anger when Black 

folks, including our children, lie dead in the streets. A love that is no longer 

concerned with tone because it is concerned with life. … I need a love that is fierce in 

its resilience and sacrifice. I need a love that chooses justice. 

 

Like Lincoln standing at Gettysburg calling for action in the wake of great violence, Brown 

points to the streets today and asks for us to act for justice. 

 

Will we act? Ours is not a tradition in which I as your minister can proclaim what you must 

do to be good and ethical persons.  Our tradition counsels each of us to be ethically 

responsible for how we live. Whether we act, why we act, and for whom we take action are 

ethical choices we each face.  

 

If you wish to act on this issue, starting today, we will be hosting and sponsoring multiple 

events between now and the next election to fight voter suppression. Today’s voter 

suppression techniques continue to largely impact African Americans as well as other 

people of color. As such fighting voter suppression not only affirms the dignity of every 

https://www.riggedthefilm.com/
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persons’ voice, but also seeks the justice and equality promised in the 15th Amendment on 

hundred and fifty years ago. 

 

May this not be mere platitudes. May we act in ways that have consequences. May we love 

others in ways that are fierce and ready to sacrifice—perhaps starting with giving  20 

minutes or an hour today writing post-cards. 

 

Whose voice will we protect? Whose equality is abridged? Whose rights are being 

suppressed? May we keep asking these questions as we answer in action. 

 

So may it be. 

Amen. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 


