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FIRST READING
from James Luther Adams, Unitarian Universalist theologian;  These excerpts
were written between 1939 and 1955.

This much we can say:
A church that does not concern itself with the struggle in history for human
decency and justice, a church that does not show concern for the shape of things to
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come, a church that does not attempt to interpret the signs of our times, is not a
prophetic church.

We have long held to the idea of the priesthood of all believers, the idea that all …
have direct access to the ultimate resources of the religious life and that every[one]
has the responsibility of achieving an explicit faith for free persons.  As an element
of this radical laicism we need also a firm belief in the prophethood of all
believers.  The prophetic liberal church is not a church in which the prophetic
function is assigned merely the few.  The prophetic liberal church is the church in
which persons think and work together to interpret the signs of the times in the
light of their faith, to make explicit through discussion the epochal thinking that
the times demand.  The prophetic liberal church is the church in which all members
share the common responsibility to attempt to foresee the consequences of human
behavior (both individual and institutional), with the intention of making history in
place of merely being pushed around by it.

The faith of a church … is adequate… only when it inspires and enables people to
give of their time and energy to shape the various institutions –social, economic,
political – of the common life.  … Any other faith is thoroughly undependable; it is
also, in the end, impotent.

The community of love and justice is not an ethereal fellowship that is above the
conflicts and turmoils of the world.  It is one that takes shape in nature and history,
one that requires the achievement of freedom with respect to material resources as
well as with respect to spiritual resources.  Indeed, the one kind of freedom is not
fully authentic without the other.

Freedom, justice and love require a body as well as a spirit.  We do not live by
spirit alone.  A purely spiritual religion is a purely spurious religion; … This sham
spirituality, far more than materialism, is the great enemy of religion. … A faith
that is not the sister of justice is bound to bring men [and women] to grief.

SECOND READING
from Daisy Zamora Nicaraguan poet

Precisely

Precisely because I do not have
the beautiful words I need
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I call upon my acts
to speak to you.

A FORCE FOR GOOD

Last Sunday, at the First Unitarian Society of Minneapolis, the Reverend Kendyll
Gibbons delivered a powerful sermon, to a standing ovation. She spoke about the
decision two weeks ago by the US senate to affirm President Bush’s definition of
“enemy combatants” as any non-citizen deemed threatening, and their decision to
affirm what’s gone on now for some time: the seizure and indefinite imprisonment
of such people without charges, warrant, evidence or fair trial.  65 senators also
affirmed, for the duration for the “war on terror” (which could easily last the rest of
our lives), the continued use of practices which are and which can only be called
torture.  At the end of her sermon, which was really a clarion call, a wake-up call
to this latest and most egregious erosion of the very foundations of democracy,
Kendyll said, "There's … one thing that I know about the answer to this mess -
silence isn't it."

Some decades ago, James Luther Adams, Unitarian theologian, said, A church that
does not concern itself with the struggle in history for human decency and justice,
a church that does not show concern for the shape of things to come, a church that
does not attempt to interpret the signs of our times, is not a prophetic church… The
prophetic liberal church [and by “liberal,” he meant the “free” church, wherein
each member may, and must, discern what is true, what is holy, what is beautiful
and good, what is required] is the church in which all members share common
responsibility to attempt to foresee the consequences of human behavior, with the
intention of making history in place of merely being pushed around by it… That is
an interesting assertion – that the church exists to help make history, rather than
simply watching, or providing an escape from it.  The community of love and
justice is not an ethereal fellowship that is above the conflicts and turmoils of the
world.  It is one that takes shape in nature and history… A faith that is not the
sister of justice is bound to bring men [and women] to grief.

J.L. Adams was not a shrill or strident activist.  He was a grounded, reasoned,
scholarly, congenial mystic; yet when he said, We do not live by spirit alone.  A
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purely spiritual religion is a purely spurious one, he meant it.  He was interested,
as am I, in the balance that a congregation has to find between reflection and
action, between contemplation and engagement, between the life of the spirit and
the work of the hands, between silence (if you will) and speaking.

It is a delicate balance.  It brings to mind that axiom from Frederick Beuchner,
Presbyterian minister and novelist: at the place where the world’s greatest need and
your own soul’s greatest joy intersect, there you will find your life calling.  I think
that works for us one by one, and also for communities.

Here is the church, on its little plot of land, set within a town or city, set within a
nation (and bound up with that nation); it is a community unto itself, set within a
larger community, in a context that is both secular and interreligious, located in
time, historically and in space, specifically: what is it for?  Here it sits on its four-
acre parcel of wetland and woodland, about to erect (at considerable expense) a
beautiful new sanctuary, new classrooms, open, welcoming spaces where people
can gather: what is it for?   Of course it is a sanctuary, a harbor of refuge, a safe
house in turbulent times for sorting out what matters most, what matters not; it is a
temple, sacred ground where we may meet the holy face to face, or at least
remember that that was once a possibility; it is a house of hope and hospitality,
familiar with living and loving and dying, and healing, forgiving, and blessing.
Sometimes, silence is exactly what it’s for; it exists to contain the sacred quiet
within which we can be more and do less; it contains the silence within which we
wait and listen, and into which, and out of which, we pray, or cry, or sing.
Sometimes silence-in-community is exactly what we need and what this place
provides - and sometimes, as Kendyll Gibbons and others have observed, we need
and the world needs something else. I like to say that the church exists to grow our
souls and to serve the world - and it can’t do one, we can’t do one, without the
other.

Last month the Board of Directors here gathered for their annual half-day retreat.
They are eleven members, ten adults and one senior high youth, elected by the
congregation.  They meet in the fall to ponder their fate, to set priorities for the
year ahead, and to share with each other why, when they were asked to serve in
this way, they decided to say yes.  (I hope it was for each of them a matter of great
need and great joy intersecting.)  This Board, as you know, is thinking a lot about
construction, a lot about financing construction and financing everything else, a lot
about governance, electronic communication, staffing and organizational systems
as the congregation grows.  As we round our 51st year, we are in a relentlessly
pragmatic historic moment, and this Board is equal to the challenge.  And yet,
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when they met in retreat last month, they chose social justice as their topic.  On a
brilliant blue Saturday, they spent several hours huddled indoors, asking each
other, and thinking of ways soon to engage and to ask all of you, How can our
congregation deepen and broaden its role as a force for good? How can we serve
the world more intentionally, more bravely, more creatively, more effectively?
And, What calls us to this work?  By what names do we each call that which calls
us to this work? They talked about our collective power, which is considerable,
even though we do not all see eye to eye, all the time, on every issue.  Our
collective power is considerable in part because we do not agree on every issue.
This keeps us lively and honest.  We are a gathered people of faith - or, if not faith,
then a gathered people of hope - sharing in common not beliefs, necessarily, but
certain principles and values.  Our collective power is considerable and it is largely
untapped.  In response to one question, What is our church called to do and be?
they brainstormed a beautiful chorus of answers:

• Name injustice
• Celebrate community
• Include others – we should not be easily defined
• Celebrate those who are different from us, and accept diverse viewpoints       
• Provide a shelter
• Provide vision that calls people to the high ground
• Be a source of hope
• Create connections/build bridges
• Be an incubator or laboratory for how we want the world to be
• Try to match deeds with words; walk the walk
• Rise every time we fall
• Be a place from which we critique the dominant culture
• Forgive, both ourselves and others
• Be reverently irreverent
• Share resources, including, but not limited to, money.  Even sacrifice.
• Take reasoned risks.
• Think of the wider web of the universe.
• Try to establish peace on earth, try to discover the meaning of life, and try to

be home by six.
• Celebrate – be joyful, have humor.
• Seek opportunities to give of ourselves – don’t just wait.
• Encourage gratitude.  Practice gratitude.  Express gratitude.
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That is a beautiful beginning.  What would you add to it?  When you think of this
congregation as a force for good in the world, what do you say we are called to do
and to be?

The prophetic liberal church is called, I believe, to speak and not be silent.  To
name things, to bear witness to things, to question things and challenge them out
loud.  To say, for example, as you did by vote last year,

This proposed Constitutional amendment to prohibit same-sex marriage is unjust
and it is wrong.  It writes into the law of the land prejudice, hatred and deliberate
exclusion of our citizens.  It is wrong, not because of politics, but because of
principles and values which are sacred to us.

To say, for example, as you said in part three years ago, and as you might say now
were you to vote again,

This war, these lying justifications for it, these mounting deaths (almost 3,000
Americans, over 600,000 Iraqis), these innumerable, irrevocable casualties, these
policies and abhorrent practices, this Senate vote – these are wrong, not because
of politics, but because of principles and values which are sacred to us, which
speak to human worth and dignity, freedom, truth and honor, which speak to greed
and evil, and hope and history and justice.   

The prophetic, liberal church is called to speak and not be silent, to question,
challenge, and to name the names of things.  I think of the Reverend Dr. James
Forbes of the Riverside Church in New York.  In 2004 he drafted and then invited
congregations of all denominations to endorse a statement he calls “The Prophetic
Justice Principles.”  It says,

We, the members of faith communities in the United States, inspired by the Hebrew
prophets, lift up the following questions to test public policy against the principles
of righteousness and justice in our society.  We ask citizens and leaders of America
to bear the following issues in mind as they seek to restore the spiritual, moral and
democratic values upon which our nation was built:

Seek the Common Good: Does the policy represent the common good of society
rather than the interest of an elite few?

Be truthful in facts and motives: Is the policy based on a true analysis and does it
disclose its true intention? How likely is the outcome to achieve its proposed
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purpose?

Promote unity and inclusion: Does the policy hold the prospect of reducing the
polarization and fragmentation of the society due to race, religion, class, gender,
sexual orientation, or national origin?

Care for the poor: Does the policy provide good news for the poor? Does it
reverse the trend toward an ever-widening gap between rich and poor?

Protect the Vulnerable: Is the policy good for children, the elderly, and the
disadvantaged? Does it show sensitivity to the spirit of the golden rule?

Guard the Freedom of Thought and Discussion: Does the policy provide for free
press, free discussion, and the expression of dissent, along with fair and just
methods of participation in the democratic process?

Respect Other Nations and Peoples: Does the policy encourage respect for
peoples and nations other than our own? Does it respect the fundamental dignity
and rights of every human being? Does it use diplomacy as a valued instrument of
statecraft in resolving international conflicts and refrain from unilateral military
actions for empire-building and domination strategies?

Ensure Stewardship of Creation: Is the policy supportive of strong measures to
insure ecological responsibility and sustainability?

Cherish the Human Family: Does the policy practice good global citizenship
involving respect for all cultures and nations, and collective responsibility for the
common good of the global community? Does it refrain from nationalism,
militarism or imperialism based on a sense of national superiority?

Provide Moral Leadership: Does the policy lead by example, doing the right thing
and holding the right lessons for our children and our citizens? Does it promote a
more ethical society, and uphold trust in public offices?

These principles are not particularly religious, and yet it matters, I think, that they
were drafted by the African American Senior Minister of one of the largest and
most respected prophetic liberal congregations in the country.  The church does
sometimes speak with a unique and uniquely necessary, voice.  And when it is
silent, that silence is deafening.
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Lucille Clifton, the African American poet, has a striking poem that takes place in
a church, a white church that’s invited her to do a reading of her poems.  I imagine
her sitting on a little platform, in a sanctuary thinking her thoughts before she rises
to speak:

the hall

in this hall
dark women
scrubbed the aisles
between the pews
on their knees.
they could not rise to worship.
in this hall
dark women
my sisters and mothers

though I speak with the tongues
of men and of angels and
have not charity…

in this hall
dark women,
my sisters and mothers,
i stand
and let the church say
let the church say
let the church say
AMEN.

Let the people say, Amen. The liberal church exists, in part, to rescue from vast
silence stories that might not otherwise be heard, true stories that make more whole
and true our common history. The prophetic church exists to tell the story of
humanity, and to celebrate – or sometimes mourn - what’s come of it, so far.  The
church exists to ask questions that might not otherwise be asked, and to celebrate
what might not otherwise be celebrated.  To bless what might go unblessed, with
whatever thing is needful in the moment – sometimes words, sometimes action,
sometimes outrage, sometimes simple gratitude.   The church is part of society –
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and this is never more clear than when it is complicit in society’s ignorance,
arrogance or evil.  But it stands apart as well, charged to be “prophetic,” which
means to see the world bi-focally, both as it is, and as it could be, as it will be.  To
see human beings, to see ourselves, both as we are, and as we might be, as we
strive to be.

During the retreat, we tried to list on newsprint all the ways that our congregation
is engaged right now in work for social justice. We ran out of paper and we ran out
of time.  There were more than forty current projects large and small.  And though
the list is incomplete, and the work is always incomplete and it’s never enough, we
could see in amazement the scope of this congregation’s imagination and
creativity, the record of your will not to be silent. We saw that some of our efforts
do more and no less than bear witness, as when we hold a vigil or when we march
for peace. Sometimes we are actively engaged in advocacy and the shaping of
policy, as when we speak at the capitol, or work closer to home in our own school
district here on anti-racism and diversity. Sometimes we do direct service, and
sometimes a deeper companioning, as when we build a Habitat house side by side
with a family, or bring pizza and face paint to the children at the shelter.
Sometimes, out of our abundance, we give money, and sometimes that money is
exactly what’s needed (and all that is needed) from us. (The Nobel Peace Prize was
awarded this week to the man who invented, in Bangladesh, microcredit banking,
and I’m reminded that our collection last January to establish village banks in Latin
America was the largest one-time offering we’ve ever given;  inspired by Judy
Ottman and the Social Action Committee, you raised $25,000 in one day.
Sometimes, in humility, we realize that the only action required of us in the
moment is just shaking up who holds the resources.)  Sometimes, we are learning,
that what is easy and fun for one person (like marching in the Gay Pride parade, or
eating at the hunger banquet) is a tremendous risk for someone else, and we grow
our souls on those edgy edges of real life, the thresholds of transformation.

And sometimes we don’t know what to do – the crises of the world seem so
enormous, our efforts so pitiful, our faith perhaps inadequate - and then we follow
the lead of our children:  this youth group who last year joined a global effort led
by the singer Bono to abolish the worst third world poverty by 2015 – and we look
skeptical and cynical, and worldly-wise and bored, and they say to us, this
morning, “Couldn’t you at least just write one letter to Norm Coleman about the
global Millenium Goals? One letter to Mark Dayton?” and we’re surprised they
know those names, and encouraged by their courage, by their optimism, their
commitment, and wonder where they learned that.
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Sometimes we follow our younger children, one child here making one birthday
box for a homeless child at East Metro Place, with cake mix and frosting, balloons,
a present and a handmade card – and there’s no way you can say that effort won’t
make a difference to someone, to two children actually, who will probably never
meet.  The faith of a church is adequate, says Adams, only when it inspires and
enables people to give of their time and energy to shape the various institutions-
social, economic, political – of the common life.  Any other faith is thoroughly
undependable; it is also, in the end, impotent.    Freedom, justice and love require
our bodies as well as our spirits – our actual hands, as well as our hearts, our
actual presence as well as our intentions and ideas, our actual out-loud voices.

Precisemente, says the poet Daisy Zamora,

Precisely because I do not have
the beautiful words I need
I call upon my acts
to speak to you.


