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The “Occupy” (Wall Street, Portland, Vancouver, Kelowna, Montreal) events are a road map to the intersection of economics, politics, and religion. They also create signposts to Hope and Possibility. The sermon looked at the vision presented by Occupy, and how closely it meets UU values and principles.
Maybe you remember the Madeline stories by Ludwig Bemelmans. In a moment of intuition about one of her pupils, the matron awakes.

“...In the middle of the night, Miss Clavell turned on the light and said “Something is not right.”

People all over the place are turning on the same light – and saying to themselves and each other – Something is not right.  The taboo is now broken.  They don’t have to pretend they have an excellent system of governance.  They don’t have to deny that there’s anything wrong.  They are allowed to speak – and they are speaking.  That’s what Occupy Wall Street / Occupy Bay Street is about.

As if emerging out of the darkness, through a morning mist, and into the dawning of light, people are finding each other – finding they are not alone – finding hope and courage and determination.

The Occupy movement is about a lot of gaps.

It’s about the gap between rich and poor.  

It’s about the gap between corporate rights and human rights.

It’s about the gap between needs and budgets.

It’s about the gap between the polluters and the payers.

It’s about the gap between democracy and capitalism.

History
The movement started small – July 13th Adbusters e-mail; Sept. 17th first General Assembly – 200 people – then moved to Zucotti Park (aka Liberty Plaza), more people, by end of Sept 10,000 people – wider variety etc. – determined not to be just a left-wing fizzle of a march that doesn’t get anyone’s attention.  The original Adbusters idea was to present ONE demand that all could agree on.  Their starting suggestion was that President Obama ordain a Presidential Commission to end the influence money has over government representatives – to separate money from politics.

Since September 17th, the Occupy Wall Street – Bay Street – movement has become more widespread and more publicly known.  I have found myself investigating with much more interest what I previously took for granted as “someone else’s job”. Things like Economic Disparity, and Debt, and Democracy.  Wall Street and Bay Street are the financial districts of New York City and Toronto.  They are “ground zero” for financial policy-making.   And I’m starting to pay attention to how they influence public policy.

This is more than just political.  The UUA has published statements supporting the Occupiers.  An exerpt:

"… [Occupy] is a movement of people who are demanding a fundamental restructuring of how we distribute the wealth that we, the people, produce. … The decisions we make on how we raise and allocate government revenues are moral choices. This year, because of a ballooning deficit, the range of choices being considered is particularly stark. … As people of faith, we are called to raise our voices in support of the most vulnerable members of our society. …”

The UU Ministers of Canada have also published such a statement.  In part, it reads:

“... Despite living in one of the wealthiest countries in the world, social assistance rates in Canada result in levels of deprivation that are far below the poverty line.  We have no national housing policy that guarantees that people experiencing poverty will be adequately housed. 

...  Today, along with those who occupy the public square, we call for a vision of a nation where all people can have a roof over their heads, food on their tables, quality healthcare, and a living wage.  We ask to live in a country whose most important resource is its people, and where each person is treated with respect.” 

You can hear echoes of our UU principles within these statements.

Disparity
The gap between rich and poor is growing faster in Canada than it is in the US.  The US has a larger gap to begin with, but the Canadian gap is growing faster.  We’re catching up. A large disparity like we have not only raises moral questions about fairness; it can also contribute to social unrest. 

Canada has followed the US in  opting for “labour market flexibility” — code for more jobs at lower wages. Meanwhile, taxes flattened out at the upper end of the income scale, and high-income earners began to enjoy record levels of compensation.
 

And “between 1980 and 2005 the earnings of Canada’s bottom income group fell by 20.6 per cent, according to Statistics Canada, whereas top incomes rose by 16.4 per cent. Folks in between generally saw their salaries stagnate like their peers in the U.S., where increased worker productivity has not translated into comparable income gains for the middle class.” 

Debt and Debit
In Canada, this disparity is permitted by fiscal policies which have been strongly influenced in the direction of deficit reduction.   We were told, and convinced, that deficit reduction was more important than anything else in the matter of federal budgets.  And so, social programs were cut.  Somehow, it was never an option to raise taxes to attack the deficit.

∙
Unemployment Insurance (now EI) was an easy target to cut.  BUT – hardly any government money is going towards reducing unemployment.
∙
Welfare budgets have been reduced. 

∙
Reduction in funds for people with disabilities

∙
Education budgets held in check, teachers disallowed from striking for better wages or working conditions or learning conditions 

∙
Medical spending challenged daily, private clinics creeping into view and becoming more “normal” 

∙
CEO’s of large corporations (including BC Ferries) receiving outrageously large salaries, hundreds of times larger than their lowest paid workers. 

∙
We are negotiating trade agreements that favour corporate rights over human rights (CETA) – comprehensive economic and trade agreement with Europe

∙
There is no buy-Canada policy

∙
And – in this Remembrance Day week, the government has proposed cuts of $226M to $500M from Veterans Affairs Canada

A person might say in self-defense – I’m a self-made millionaire, or billionaire – why should I have to give that up?  Why should I have to pay any more taxes than the rest of you?  (And I add - Or any at all, for that matter.)

What if the deficit and debt were not treated as the huge and fearful monsters we imagine they are?  What if people came first?  What if the 99% were taken care of, before the 1% who are the credit holders?  That is what Argentina has done – and their president, consequently, was re-elected last month by a landslide.

UU’s affirm and promote “the goal of a world community with peace, justice and liberty for all.  Justice, equity and compassion in human relations. The use of the democratic process within our congregations and in society at large.”

“A World Community” “Equity” “Democracy”

~~~~~~

Ok, so we get it that “Something is not right” and that UU values call on us to help change the way things work.  Is the OCCUPY movement doing anything useful in this direction?

I think so.

The OCCUPY movement has lifted up the question of whether the economic system we have makes us whole, or reduces and divides us.
  

This question is at the heart of what draws me into the OCCUPY Canada movement.  Does the system we have make us more whole, or does it reduce us?  For too many, it is the latter.

Wholeness would start with having enough paid work to feed everyone’s need if not everyone’s greed; being housed adequately; being reasonably compensated for work done.  These are all things that allow the human spirit to thrive.  These are also all things that recognize the “Inherent worth and dignity of every person” – our first principle.

People want to know that they have a voice and a vote in what happens - to them, to their communities, and to the earth.  In theory we have this voice and vote.  We live in a democracy.  But in its execution, our democracy is deeply flawed.  

In my more cynical and discouraged moments, I believe that no matter how eloquently I write or speak to my Member of Parliament, it will do no good.  It seems to me that the government will be influenced mainly by those who control billions of dollars, and /or control large corporations.  Our corruption is not as open as in some countries, but it does exist.  That wealthy 1% will determine trade policies and environmental regulations.   I can write letters, march, vote, rally, and even self-immolate, but it won’t do any good. 

I have felt very encouraged - given courage - by the occupiers.  For some time now, I’m not sure how long, I have been gradually numbing myself to the seeming hopelessness of it all.  Now, I find myself cautiously pushing back against the numbness.  My spirit is slowly reviving. 

The Occupy movement has reminded me that I used to be more optimistic; that I used to think that if enough of us got together, we could make a difference.   I used to know that one plus one plus two makes a movement.  I am beginning to believe it again.
BUT

We have work to do.  Any movement for substantial change has enormous obstacles in front of it.  Not only will the so-called 1% be able to outspend us in publicity and other distractions.  We will undoubtedly get in each other’s way, too, as we express our human foibles in our earnest attempts to create a better democracy.

The hard work is ahead of us – to stay with the cause, and to engage in creative thinking and continuing dialogue with others about how to make the enormous changes that are needed. The OCCUPY movement is very broad-ranging in its aims.  That is a criticism that is heard.  But it must not get distracted – or co-opted – by looking for quick technical fixes – this is not a small technical problem.

And the occupiers are not alone.

They are surrounded by people who care enough, and have enough energy, hope and courage, to keep on listening to their hearts, not shutting them down.  They are out there for more than just a 2 hour rally, or a march on a sunny day.  They are out there occupying the parks of New York and Vancouver and Oakland CA, and Kamloops.  They are organizing themselves, coming up with structures, policies about non-violence, general assemblies.  They are engaging – mostly - in respectful dialogue with one another.

You have heard me quote Jack Layton before - “My friends, love is better than anger. Hope is better than fear. Optimism is better than despair.” 

I hope this movement for change does not die out too soon, as those in high places work hard to dismiss the concerns of the 99%.  I don't know where it will go or how we can help it go anywhere.  But I believe we must help.

We are the ones we’ve been waiting for.  Let us allow our hearts to occupy us, with our compassion, our good will, and our voices.  And we will, working together, change the world.  

AMEN.
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