NOTHING TO SAY

First … 

A joke, a recollection and a word of explanation.

Now, an old joke with slight twist …

What do you get when you cross a Jehovah’s Witness with a Unitarian? You get someone who knocks on your door and has nothing to say.  

…………………………………………………………

Now the recollection. 

I grew up in a family that was always in church. We were in church on Sunday morning, again on Sunday evening for BTU (that’s Baptist Training Union, for you non-Baptists), and often on Wednesday evening as well for Prayer Meeting.

So it was very unusual for any of us to be at home on Sunday morning. But this one particular Sunday morning I can remember being at home with my mother. I don’t remember if one or the other of us was sick, or what the reason was, but I remember my mother coming to me and saying, “Darwin, there are some Jehovah’s Witnesses in the neighborhood. They’re going house to house. Come with me so we can hide and pretend we’re not at home. I don’t want to talk to them.”
So my mother and I went to an interior room of that small house off South Elm Street here in Greensboro, and waited for the knock on the door. It came. We waited in silence. And finally my mother decided the coast was clear, and we got up and went about our business.

Nothing more was said.

……………………………………………………………

I have been practicing for several years now the use of “I”, the voice of the first person. I will be doing so today in my sharing with you. Please accept that I believe that “I” am the only person I can truly be responsible for. Please also accept that the use of the first person has helped me to understand my authentic self. That being said, I do not want to assume the responsibility for “you.” My intention is to share, using “I”, and hopefully to invoke meaning in the shared reality that we here co-create. And when I use “we”, it is a prayer that “I” am part of, and have work to do, with the greater “we.” 
The joke, the recollection, and the explanation speak a piece of universal truth. 

Of course I do not believe that we have nothing to say. And later I will have something to say about … having nothing to say. (Now isn’t that typical UU-speak?)
Consider, please, these two points:  

1. Orthodoxy, reinforced by cultural and political sanctions, has power and influence.
It has power to shame and to oppress. It has the power to motivate my mother to hide, and to hold shame that she was not at worship on Sunday morning. Sadly, I have seen this shame and oppression at work in myself, and in this congregation.  I have seen it in the way I shy from speaking my truth regarding questions about religious faith. 
Some time ago, I was seated next to a young man on a plane, circling over Atlanta in a plane-filled sky. I was reading Spiritual Literacy by Frederic and Mary Ann Brussat. The young man turned to me and said, “Are you a Christian?” I replied, “No. Probably not in the way you mean.” 

Now, perhaps you’re thinking that my answer to the young man was mean-spirited. After all, I might have chosen to attempt to build a bridge to this young man by giving him a softer answer. But in that moment, I responded to the arrogance behind the question. I chose instead to relate my understanding of the teachings of Jesus (or at least those ascribed to him by the writers of the Gospels), and to say that I believe in these teachings and find them a good guide for daily living. 

Later, also in Atlanta, this time on the ground attending a mid-size church growth conference sponsored by our Association, there was another bridge that didn’t get built. The daughter of Martin Luther King Jr. was invited to speak to our gathering. And instead of reaching out to us, finding common ground, she talked in strident tones about our ungodliness and our un-Christian-ness.

As you might expect, the applause was muted, but respectful. 

I sometimes wonder if we are Oppressed. In recent readings on Liberation Theory, and the nature of Oppression, I have found some Oppressed behaviors that look familiar. Now one of the tenets of Liberation Theory is that our beliefs influence the way we interact with people, and can get in the way of our ability to be effective and “nonjudgmental”. 

I must admit to you that I cannot get my hands around being nonjudgmental. The only way I know to stop the processing of beliefs and experiences in my internal meta-computer is to turn the computer off. And I don’t mean going to sleep. Moreover, to turn off my meta-computer has deadly consequences for the organism that houses and interacts with it. Although I admit I did smile with wonderful pleasure in the first Star Wars movie when CP3O says, “If you don’t mind, I’ll be shutting down for a while.” Wow. Wouldn’t that be great!?!?
Instead, my commitment is to be responsible for my judgments. To know that my judgments arise from the software as I have created it, and to always be aware that there are other realities out there that have no less a claim to validity as my own. In other words, there are other operating systems other than the one called “Darwin Honeycutt.”
Liberation Theory has language to discuss who’s “in” and who’s “out”. Liberation Theory divides the world into Oppressor Groups and Target Groups. In general, the Oppressor Group is Male … White … Straight … Christian … Non-disabled… Young Adult … American-born and Middle Class. So, using this criteria, I am Half Oppressor.     

To be in the Oppressor Group means that:

1) I don’t have to think about what it means to be in the oppressor group. (In other words, I can view myself as ‘normal’.)

2) I don’t need to know anything about target groups (those others).

3) I get to think that all others are deviant or “special interest” groups.

4) I get to define/stereotype the target group.

5) I am seen as an individual, rather than representing the entire group.

6) I receive automatic privileges just by virtue of being in the oppressor group.

7) I am judged favorably because I am in the oppressor group.

To be in the Target Group means that:

1) I routinely have to think about what it means to be in the target group.

2) I must understand the oppressor group.

3) I am expected to speak for/represent my entire group.

4) I am seen as deviant or a special interest.

5) I am stereotyped by the oppressor group.

6) I am automatically denied access to power, status, and services.

7) I am judged unfavorably because I am in the target group.

And so … while there are other groups who are decidedly more disenfranchised than we Unitarian Universalists, we have tasted what it means to be in the Target Group. I remind you of the young man’s question to me on the plane. And how many of you have been asked that same question? 
As UUs, we have to think about what it means to be a target group. We must understand the oppressor group. We are often asked to speak for our entire group. We are certainly seen as deviant in many circles. Sometimes we are stereotyped. And we are judged unfavorably because we are in the Target Group.  To some extent, we are even denied access to power, status and services because we are not in the Oppressor Group. 

I judge that UUs are a Target Group religiously, and part of the Oppressor Group individually. When I bring my individual Oppressor inside a Target Group, it arouses in me a fear, and a judgment of shame. It makes me uncomfortable, and sad, and feeling like I’d rather stay apart. 
I have anger that there appears to be an unofficial “official” state religion in my country – one to which I do not belong. I have anger that part of this group actually supports war in the Middle East because war fulfills Bible prophecy.  

2.  To open the door to what else may be true arouses fear, and requires risk.

Last Sunday, RevAlex invoked Eckhart Tolle’s admonition (using my words here)  that we often do not know peace or satisfaction in our lives because of a universal self-talk that says there is something more important that we should be doing … instead of focusing on the authentic NOW. 

And that having nothing to say … going defenseless … letting go of “what should be” … can dissolve misery and suffering. It is a hopeful message in a dreary winter that so far has been void of the miracle of bracing, white, frozen transformation – in other words, we ain’t had no snow.
I struggle with the balance between “being” and “doing.” I am hard on myself, seemingly never satisfied with “what is”, and restless for the greater something that I can will or force into being. I have good friends in this community that, when I am in despair, help me to see a hopeful perspective. This is the power of community, to heal and to soothe, and to connect community members to their healthier, more wholesome selves. 
I honor the personal risk and fear involved in examining matters of personal faith and meaning. It is not something that I wake up in the morning saying, “Oh boy! I get to challenge my belief system today!” I would rather avoid it, if I can. And yet, I have found that if I pay attention to my dreams, and to what the universe is sending me, there is ample opportunity for growth and deepening of belief in matters of worth. 

****************************************************************
Now… let’s return to that hybrid UU and Jehovah’s Witness. 

In a creed-less church, and with congregational polity, what we officially have to say IS nothing. When UUA President Bill Sinkford PROCLAIMS, he expresses his own beliefs – not that of official Unitarian Universalism. And so we speak for ourselves individually when we speak. 
So indulge me the following scenario:

(KNOCK)

“Oh, hello. I see you have motor oil on your hand. Perhaps I’ve come at a bad time. I wanted to share my faith with you, but I can come back at a later time if now is not a good time.

(Pause)

“Are you sure?” “OK.”  “Maybe I can help you while we talk.”
“Oh, I see you’re tearing apart the transmission on your ’82 Olds Cutlass. It looks very similar to the one I had in my early 20s. Have you figured out that the seal has to go behind the flange on the manifold? I found that out the hard way.”

“ First, I guess I want to start out by saying that we UUs have faith in the individual search for truth and meaning, and not to be part of official, sanctioned doctrine. This means that we hold open – stubbornly and courageously – the possibility of multiple perspectives of religious thought. In other words, we do not tell others what to believe, but there is a call to independent and responsible investigation of truth.”

Second, we have faith in peace and in the abolition of war as a tool of diplomacy. And I have a personal story to tell you here.  I had my doubts about the Iraq War from the beginning. Perhaps like so many others, I was proceeding along in my quiet opposition, believing this was someone else’s war, and not the government I elected, and certainly not acting on my principles. And then the war suddenly came into my house when I learned that my 25-year-old cousin, Matthew Dillon, had been killed by an IED in Iraq’s Al Anbar province.
So then began a personal war within me, as my opposition to the war, and those who had led us into (ref: State of Denial by Bob Woodward, and Fiasco by Thomas Ricks) also put me at odds with my cousin’s father – my uncle. We had exchanged heated words in the early months of 2006 about the war, and the current administration. 

I felt the necessity to express my grief to him at the loss of his son. For three days I tried to communicate with him. During those three days, the lack of connection between us reminded me of the disconnection between me and m y own father who withheld his love from me because I would not accept his theology. It hurt.

But finally we did talk (as I did with my father before he died), and I expressed my sorrow to my uncle at the loss of his son. In that moment, I did not express my anger at this war and those who stupidly led us into it. I authentically wished for the grief to be no more than was necessary for this tragic loss.  

I believe many UUs find themselves in a dilemma regarding the question of war -- what is the correct balance between supporting our friends and neighbors as their sons, daughters, husbands, wives, and other kin, risk a soldier’s death, on the one hand, and the belief that war, and especially this war, are wrong. 

Personally, I want to scream, “Don’t tell me I am wrong to oppose this war, or that I am not supporting you because your loved one is fighting. I BELIEVE IT IS WRONG THAT ANYONE REPRESENTING ME IS FIGHTING IN THIS WAR!”
So after this latest experience, I find myself wanting a deliberate and potent process of examination of the question of war, and an equally deliberate and potent process of resistance if I find it wrong. After all, I am a child of the ‘60s, and one of the lessons of the Vietnam War era was that even when it appears antiwar campaigns are having no effect on policymakers, they, in fact, do influence national conduct. 
“Third, we will always fight oppression, no matter what form it takes. We work to right injustice and to uphold liberty for all. Therefore, you will find in our congregations those who are labeled sinners and unholy by others. For, you see, we believe that every person has worth and dignity.
“Fourth, we believe that revelation is not sealed, but continues to be revealed. Many of my friends ask to be challenged in their beliefs, as do I. We do not believe that any sect or particular ism has a lock on truth, so we educate ourselves from different perspectives. You will not find in our church an Index of Prohibited Books. Oh, yes, we read – we are avid readers. 
“Fifth, we believe that we can seed the future with bright possibilities if we tell our children the truth and nurture them on their way to unique personhood. Thus, we try hard to avoid indoctrination, and instead expose our children to many paths and perspectives. 
“Sixth, we believe that our existence is a partnership with the Earth and with all its creatures. We try very hard to not waste resources and to respect the source of our goods. 
“Well, that’s about it. Do you have any questions?”

“Do we call ourselves a church?

“Yes, we do. And at one time that was a serious discussion that took place within the congregation. We decided that what we do as a religious body, that is, holding up what is of ultimate worth and value, is exactly what “church” should be, so we chose to call ourselves that. 

“Where do we meet? We meet on the edge of Greensboro (pause), in Jamestown, actually, on Hilltop Road.”

“There … it looks like your transmission is back together and ready to be installed. So, I’ll be moving on. Thanks for letting me bend your ear. I hope to see you some Sunday morning.

“A prayer?  You bet.
May what is good always prevail.

May we know peace in our homes and in our world.

May there be freedom from hunger and misery.

And may there always be connection, one to another. 

May it be so.
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