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READING


from Richard Gilbert, The Prophetic Imperative

I contend that the Unitarian Universalist movement lives under a prophetic imperative, a religious mandate for the corporate address of the church to the systemic problems of society.  I cannot prove that; I do not assert it as a divine imperative; I only feel it deep in my bones.  Otherwise, we will be trapped in individualistic self-interest promoted by the dominant reactionary rhetoric and by neoconservative ideology, both political and religious.


George Bernard Shaw once suggested that every citizen of a civilized society ought to be brought before the bar of justice periodically to justify their existence.  If they could not do so, they should summarily be put to death.  While this is a bit of Shavian hyperbole, it merits the serious reflection of spiritually alive people.


I think of the Reverend Henry Meserve’s provocative question:  “If you were arrested for being a Unitarian Universalist, would there be enough evidence to convict you?”  Clearly a number of our forebears would have been convicted.  We know the stories of Benjamin Rush and Thomas Jefferson, William Ellery Channing and Theodore Parker, Hosea and Adin Ballou, Thomas Starr King and Susan B. Anthony, Dorothea Dix and Clara Barton, Jane Addams, and John Haynes Holmes.  Let us now praise these famous women and men, but let us not forget those common people of our heritage who have no memorial, who perished as though they had never been, people whose passion unfroze a rational religion and fired it with justice.  They lived out the social gospel of their times.  I believe that the foundations of a new social gospel are already available in the history, theology, ethics, and sociology that inform our movement.

Special Music

In his book, The Prophetic Imperative, Unitarian Universalist minister Richard Gilbert asks the reader to imagine this scene:  In a cathedral-sized sanctuary five people are dispersed in an ocean of pews.  From a towering pulpit in front the minister declares, “Political parties need to know that they ignore the churches’ statements on social justice at their own risk!”


This could well be a Unitarian Universalist church, or certainly any one of the mainline churches in the United States today. For more than 30 years liberal and mainline churches have been marginalized – and outpreached – by assertive and confident Christian fundamentalists who have brought extraordinary influence to politics in the United States.  Miami Herald columnist Leonard Pitts calls these fundamentalists Talibaptists.  He notes that the forces of Christian fundamentalism have made almost unbelievable inroads in the political process.  Talibaptist voices often drown out progressive and centrist voices in the political debate—both Republican and Democratic.


The issue of the church in politics is an old one.  Secularists cite Thomas Jefferson’s concept of a “wall of separation between church and state.”  On the other hand, many conservative Christians defend their activities in the political arena by citing the Founding Fathers, as though Washington, Adams, Jefferson, and Franklin were “cheerful Christian soldiers.”


Like most issues that have people lining up on two sides, the reality is more complicated.  Yes, in the United States, we do have a tradition of separating church and state.  However, we are inclined to mix religion and politics.  We do have a tradition of separating church and state.  However, we are inclined to mix religion and politics.


In his recent book, American Gospel: God, the Founding Fathers, and the Making of a Nation, Jon Meacham says, “The wall Jefferson referred to is designed to divide church from state, not religion from politics.  Church and state are specific things:  [churches are] institutions for believers to congregate and worship in the private sphere; [state is] the collective milieu of civic and political and legal arrangement in which we live while in the public sphere.  The church is private religion … protected from government interference by the First Amendment, which mandates religious freedom.  Yet the Founders consciously allowed what Benjamin Franklin called ‘public religion’ to take root and flower at the same time they were creating a republic that valued private religious liberty.


“… The God of public religion endowed all human beings, said Jefferson, with sacred rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.  What the God of public religion has given, no king, no president, no government can abridge – hence the sanctity of human rights in America.  The God of public religion,” says Meacham, “is interested in the affairs of the world.”


Throughout this country’s history, great social and political movements have drawn on religious institutions for moral authority, inspirational leadership, and organizational muscle.  Abolition of slavery, women’s suffrage, civil rights, abortion rights, gay marriage – both for and against – draw on deep theological roots and sacred text to inspire people to take stands on these issues.


These stands are taken for those who often do not have advocacy power – the poor, marginalized groups.   Last Sunday at a advocacy workshop at University Unitarian Church, Nancy Amidei reminded us that most of us sitting in that room were economically okay.  We don’t need to advocate for ourselves. Lots of others are out there talking about limitations on property tax.  We need to be the voices for the voiceless.  And we need to ground our advocacy work in our faith.


How do people in this country feel about bringing religious perspectives to the political arena?  A year ago the Pew Institute announced the results of a survey on this very issue.  51% of Americans think houses of worship should express their views on social and political issues.  The same poll revealed that 69% of Americans believe liberals are too secular, while 49% believe conservatives are too assertive with their religious beliefs.  Conservative assertiveness was demonstrated last fall by Representative Katherine Harris of Florida, in her failed bid for reelection.  Harris, the former Florida secretary of state who achieved notoriety in the 2000 presidential election recount, earned headlines last fall with her campaign statement, “If you’re not electing Christians, then in essence you are going to legislate sin.”


Although Harris’ views do not necessarily reflect the views of her political party (she angered many Republicans, who found her erratic comments an embarrassment), such views demand a response – a response from religious progressives that explains why such views are antithetical to the ideals expressed in the Declaration and the Constitution.


I believe we as religious progressives need to do more than complain about the growing domination of public policy by one particular religious view. Neither liberal religion – nor democracy – is a spectator sport.  We need to articulate our moral values, and make them heard in the political arena.  Conservative Christian churches have for too long dominated the faith-based political debate.  Today, more than ever, our liberal religious congregations – congregations like Quimper Unitarian Universalist Fellowship – need to talk about true moral values – freedom, justice, respect, recognition that what each one of us does affects us all.   For too long persistent conservative religious voices have focused their campaign for moral values on issues that predominantly center on issues of sexuality:  gay marriage, same-sex partner benefits, abortion rights, sex education in the schools. Missing from many of their conversations on moral values are issues of poverty, racism and classism, care for the Earth. 

I would suggest that Unitarian Universalists need to “get religion” to provide a view of what our faith stands for, and what a religion of love, compassion, and hope can offer to this country and the world. I would suggest we need to offer an alternative voices to the fundamentalist crowd that today dominates headlines and heavily influences local, state, and national laws and policy. It is time, in the spirit of Henry David Thoreau, to make trouble for the right reason.


How do we “get religion?”  I believe it is important to remind ourselves of our Unitarian Universalist roots, the theology and history, the women and men who advocated for the moral values we hold dear as people of this liberal religious tradition – people like Theodore Parker, the fiery 19th century Boston minister who was a outspoken and radical abolitionist.  His views often put him in the doghouse with other Unitarian ministers, but his West Roxbury congregation liked his outspoken views.  Parker said Unitarian ministers must lead, not only in their churches, but in the civil arena:  “If the minister is to promote religion,” declared Parker, “ he is to meddle with the state’s business, … literature, science, morals, manners, everything that affects the welfare of mankind.” 

 If the minister is to promote religion, he is to meddle with the state’s business, …  literature, science, morals, manners, everything that affects the welfare of mankind.

Prophetic voices in our past – Parker, Emerson, Thoreau, Susan B. Anthony – can inspire us as we work to repair the world and create the Beloved Community of Love and Justice.

We can look at our history of meddling with the state’s business.  As a religious community Unitarian Universalists have been part of every great social and political movement in this country, exercising personal and institutional freedom to criticize government and to participate in social decisions.  From Thoreau’s tax protest, to abolition, to child labor laws, to the publication by the Unitarian Universalist Association’s Beacon Press of the Pentagon Papers, to civil rights, to the Association’s current advocacy for marriage equality, we have a history of speaking out against oppression, injustice, and governmental failures.  Not every issue has unanimous support among Unitarian Universalists, but the right to speak out and act is consistently defended.

I invite each of you to help reclaim our tradition as religious radicals. Let us bring our voices as people of faith to the political process.  We can play a vital role in educating the community about public needs and moral obligation.  We need to challenge the notion that good government is an oxymoron.  We have seen government at its best:  Civil rights legislation provided a mechanism for African Americans to challenge their second-class status. Environmental protections came from legislative action.  Domestic partnership benefits and health care coverage for all children were mandated by the 2007 Washington legislative session that concluded this past April.  

Martin Luther King, Jr. observed that legislation cannot change the heart, but it can restrain the heartless.  And it has restrained the heartless, changing behavior by altering the social structures in which oppressive acts were allowed to flourish.  We must point out our government’s successes, and be ready to oppose those who would seek to undermine good legislation.  

Today we hear a lot of talk about evil.  We can remind ourselves and our communities that evil is not just what individuals do; evil is social as well.  It is institutionalized in injustice.  With our progressive religious allies, we are called to change unjust laws and social structures that are causes of suffering.

What are the first steps?  We can witness to the moral evil of not only ignoring our nation’s poor, but of consigning them to the human scrap heap. So-called “welfare reform” continues to unravel the safety net that should keep the poorest, especially the children, from being lost.  We must demand accountability from politicians who mouth platitudes about addressing poverty and racism following a disaster like hurricane Katrina, but whose rhetoric fades when the disaster becomes second-page news. 

 We can witness to society’s moral obligation to fully affirm rights for gay and lesbian couples by continuing to advocate for marriage equality. We can call for recognition that all relationships built on love and commitment should be offered social and economic benefits afforded heterosexual couples for the price of a $66 marriage license and a 15-minute civil or religious ceremony. Our liberal religious tradition needs to keep saying that denial of rights to any group is a failure to live up to the moral values articulated by – yes, the Founding Fathers – in the Declaration of Independence and the US Constitution.

As religious radicals we must advocate for the powerless in the halls of power, including our local, state, and federal legislatures. We must question the growing chasm between rich and poor, which leaves one in five of our children in poverty while the top fifth of the population basks in unprecedented prosperity.  As people of faith we must challenge the growing trend to have this country become two gated communities:  one behind the gates of the affluent neighborhoods, the other behind the gates of prisons.

As a religious tradition we are obligated to act.  Richard Gilbert reminds us in The Prophetic Imperative that Unitarian Universalists are among the elite of American society in terms of socioeconomic status.  Studies indicate people in our tradition are more than well educated, and have family incomes well above the national median.  We have the capacity to act, and this capacity – this power – implies obligation. Our seven principles are not just words on paper; they are meant to be lived.

We have, I believe, an understanding of the social responsibility inherent in our faith.  At our best we recognize our relationship to each other and to creation, and know that our work to make this world a better place helps us become more fully and truly human.  A. Powell Davies once said, “Life is just a chance to grow a soul.”  I believe there is no better way to grow a soul than to work for change that benefits the lives of others.  There is no better way to grow a soul than to seek a more just and equitable world. 

Often we must seek that just and equitable world in the political arena, for true change must be systemic.  Religious communities have, through history, provided charity to the poor, the sick and suffering, to the marginal citizens in our communities.  Advocates of social justice and those who preach the social gospel recognize that charity programs – whether public or private – do not address the root causes of these problems.  We can only effect change by uncovering the underlying causes of poverty, of lack of access to health care, of homelessness, by asking, “Why are people homeless?  Why do children not have access to health care?”  Then we need to change the structures that allow such injustice and inequity to exist.  As Martin Luther King, Jr., observed, behavior can be changed, by altering social structures.  Laws can change behavior – often reluctantly – opening minds and hearts to a better world for all people.

Just as the Clean Indoor Air Act’s restrictions on smoking in public places has—and will – affect public health in this state, legislation can affect moral and ethical health in this state.  Laws need to address the causes of problems, not just the results. 

Economic security and health care for all children are two issues that a new Washington State Unitarian Universalist organization advocated for during the past legislative session in Olympia.

About three years ago, Washington State UU Voices for Justice was formed to bring our values into the public arena.  Guided by Unitarian Universalist principles, UU Voices for Justice educates, organizes, and advocates for public policies that:

· uphold the worth and dignity of every person

· further justice, equity, and compassion in human relations

· ensure the use of the democratic process

· protect religious freedom

· promote respect for the interdependent web of all existence

Initiated and partially funded by the UU Service Committee, Washington State UU Voices for Justice is one of several state legislative networks in the United States formed in the past five years to bring our values into the legislative arena.  Too long have we as a faith been silent in the political sphere, particularly at the state and local level.  As Theodore Parker said, we need to meddle in affairs of state, in everything that affects the welfare of humankind!  We need to put our UU faith into action in ways that address systemic injustice and create lasting, positive social change, in ways that bring a powerful and visible moral voice into Washington State’s legislative process.

During the 2007 legislative session the newly organized Washington State UU Voices for Justice joined with faith allies to rally supporters in Olympia for economic justice issues and for equal rights for gays and lesbians.  Following the rallies people visited their legislators to let their views – as Unitarian Universalists – be known to lawmakers.

During the 2007 session in Olympia I served as the advocate – the lobbyist – for WA State UU Voices for Justice. I believe Unitarian Universalism has an important perspective to bring to the political process, and I believe government is capable of achieving enormous good for the environment and for the physical and moral health of our communities.  My work – my calling – as a Unitarian Universalist community minister is to give voice to our faith’s values and principles on issues selected by WA UU Voices’ members to be our legislative issues.  In 2007 those were:  1. Marriage equality.  UU’s have and continue to provide religious leadership, standing on the side of love and justice, supporting freedom to marry, and opposing civil marriage discrimination against same gender couples.  2.  Health care access for all children.  UU principles of equity and compassion lead us to support access to affordable, quality health care for all, particularly for the most vulnerable in our communities.  3.  Economic justice.  Our principle honoring the inherent worth of every person demands that we honor the labor and dignity of every worker with a living wage and protect citizens from economic exploitation.  4.  Global warming.  Responsibility for protecting this planet and all life on it must be addressed.  As Earth faces catastrophic effects of climate change, the imperative to change industrial, governmental, and individual is before us now.

As the closing gavel came down last April, Washington UU Voices for Justice had cause for celebration regarding each of our priority issues.  As I mentioned earlier, health care coverage for all children will be a reality by 2010.  Domestic partnership benefits are now provided for same-sex couples and for heterosexual couples over the age of 62.  Higher standards for emission controls and elimination of toxic products were enacted.  Housing Trust Fund appropriations, while still not meeting the needs of the very poor and homeless, were increased this year.

We will return in January 2008 to renew our advocacy for full marriage equality, economic justice, and environmental protections.  This year we will add a nonlegislative item to this list:  a initiative to bring to Washington State a Death With Dignity law, modeled on the Oregon Death with Dignity law that has been on the books since 1997. In fact, Governor Booth Gardner will be talking about the initiative at Washington UU Voices for Justice’s Legislative Conference next Saturday in Olympia.  Please come! I want to invite you to be part of Washington State UU Voices for Justice and to meddle, as Theodore Parker said, with the state’s business, everything that affects the welfare of humankind.

We are fortunate to have two Quimper members as important parts of UU Voices:  Bill Harju is the treasurer of the board of directors, and has been a diligent force in the formation of the board the past few months. Dave Ditzler is also a founding member, and the board member who served as UU Voices’ delegate to a conference of state legislative networks in Boston last August.   Other officers are from congregations in Tacoma, Seattle, Rainier Valley, and Yakima.  

Attend the legislative advocacy workshop today, following the second service.   You will not only get lunch, but a chance to hear Representative Lynn Kessler give you some tips on how to be an effective spokesperson for important justice issues.  And you will hear how you can be part of this exciting new statewide group.

UU Voices has a web page and electronic newsletter that will alert you to pending legislation, hearings, and citizen rallies.  First, sign up to receive newsletters so you know about workshops and advocacy trainings, like today’s, and how you can be involved in selecting our focus issues.  Become a dues-paying member, and support UU Voices financially.  Encourage your congregation to become a member congregation; our goal is to have every congregation in Washington State as a member by 2008.  

Secondly, be part of the legislative process.  Help us track a particular bill by following its progress through legislative committee hearings and floor action.  This, for you political junkies or wanna-be political junkies, is something you can do from the comfort of your own computer chair.  We will teach you how to be a bill tracker, if you have not done it before.

Thirdly, volunteer to be a part of WA UU Voices.  A volunteer form is in the lobby that has great opportunities for you to share your skills and interests with others.  For example, I would love to have a graphic designer help us occasionally!

Washington State UU Voices for Justice is new, and we need your support.  This legislative network offers us a way we, as a progressive liberal religion, can move out of the private sphere and into the public square.  Let us resurrect our religious tradition’s vision of being a community for the transformation of society.  Let us speak out on the real moral issues of our time – poverty, war, care of the Earth. Let us recapture the ancient Hebrew prophetic tradition that, in Amos’ words, calls for a land in which justice rolls down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.  

And let us begin today.

Benediction and Extinguishing the Chalice

-- words of Dorothy Day


People say, what is the sense of our small effort.


They cannot see that we must lay one brick at a time, 

take one step at a time.

A pebble cast into a pond causes ripples that spread in all directions.

Each one of our thoughts, words and deeds is like that.

No one has a right to sit down and feel hopeless.

There’s too much work to do.

PAGE  
11

