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SERMON

You have probably heard of the proposed Keystone XL pipeline.   It is a pipeline that would carry so-called “Dirty Oil” from the Alberta tar sands to the Gulf of Mexico, to be refined in Texas into fuel for our homes and cars.  It would pass through Canadian and American land, always with the potential for leakage, and always supporting our reliance on fossil fuels.  

On Monday last, several hundred people gathered in front of a police barricade on Parliament Hill.    Among them were many members of the 2 Unitarian congregations in Ottawa.  They were there to speak their disagreement with it.  Not coincidentally, this rally happened the same week as the Moving Planet  Global Awareness Day to move the planet beyond fossil fuels (350.org), and the same week as the Kamloops Great Green Transportation Tune-up.

200+ people, including Maude Barlow, leaders of other organizations, and several UU’s, linked hands.  They walked peacefully towards the barricade, and faced the several RCMP officers on the other side.  And then, one at a time, slowly and quietly, these intrepid, not young, determined people climbed over the 3-foot high hurdle, to meet their fate. 

Over 100 were arrested.  

In that moment, those people knew whose they were.  In that moment, they belonged to one another as colleagues in a common cause.  In that moment, they belonged to the ideals of environmental responsibility, and of the right of people to express themselves in our political process.  In that moment, they belonged to a tradition of passionate, committed people putting themselves at risk, committing civil disobedience in the cause of a higher good.  

I recognize that not all of us would agree with this particular cause.  But the principle of such action is well represented within our UU tradition as people take a stand for their ideals.

“Who” are we, as Unitarians and Universalists?  

We are seekers and doubters, we are activists and advocates, we are joyful and we are mournful, we are wealthy and we are wanting.  We share the common trials and triumphs of all humanity.  And we bring our own unique perspectives to the meaning of life.

Our religious tradition serves truth, justice, and compassion.   Historically, our religious ancestors questioned authority, valued the search for truth, fought for equal rights and freedom of speech, and even risked their lives – in the service of what they thought was right.

That’s “who” we are.  But “Whose” are we?

Speaking personally, I belong to Unitarianism.   Even though I may have doubts, questions, longings I can’t articulate, and even though it isn’t perfect, I could not belong to any other.  Unitarianism is my tribe, and this congregation is my local village. When I travel to different places, I find that I gravitate towards Unitarian churches, fellowships, meetings.  I know some of you have had this exerience too – where you find yourself feeling almost “at home” in a UU church far from Kamloops, even though you are among strangers.

My UUism is over 50 years deep, so it’s had a while to claim me.  But I say that with humility. I have visited villages in Transylvania (Romania).  This is one of the birthplaces of Unitarianism, 450 years ago.  The roots of this faith-tradition are so deeply embedded in that place and its people that Unitarianism really is deep into the soil – it is the “ground of their being”.  Four hundred fifty years is a long time.  There, a person is born into the church of his / her village, and the village is as often as not a Unitarian one. 

Was anybody here born into UU?  Some of you were perhaps born into a religion of a different name - Roman Catholicism or Judaism.  Perhaps it claimed your heart for a time, perhaps that never quite took hold.  Or maybe part of you is still claimed by that other tradition. 

For me, this is the place that “knows my song” and sings it to me.

But whose are WE, collectively?  Is there AN answer to that question – or only several?

In the first of this 2-part sermon series, I talked not only about “who” we are, but “whose” we are: with whose lives is your life tied up, to whom are you accountable, whom do you love, who loves you, who needs you, who or what claims your highest allegiance?  Whose are you?

Whose we are is sometimes most clearly seen in what we do.  As in the protest.  

As a UU minister, I participated in a several-day retreat in which we explored the “Whose Are We” issues.  One of the questions of this exploration for the ministers was “Who calls you?” Because we were all UU ministers, it was meaningful for us to share with each other the stories of when and how we felt called to our ministries.  That process was enriching, both in the telling and in the listening.  All of us human beings seem to want to tell our stories of the soulful moments of our lives. 

You might ask yourself what kinds of calls have you heard or experienced in your life – whether small or large.  Some of us experience being called, or “a calling” – more clearly than others.  People can feel called to do something, be something, in smaller ways as well as larger ways.  Perhaps a “calling” as distinct from a “job” is something you would do for free, as opposed to only doing it because you need the money.  If a person feels called to do something, they often can do the work almost tirelessly, needing fewer incentives or rewards to keep going.

Another feature of “call” is that it seems to come from somewhere beyond your usual decision-making faculties.  It can seem to come from outside you, or from deep inside you, from a place beyond words, from intuition, from the Holy.

I shared with the Munch bunch on Friday that when I had small children, I knew that my calling as a mother superceded anything else.  Without needing to know its origins for sure (biology, psychology, spirituality, or something else), I do know that it is / was a mighty powerful draw, for me.  I don’t claim that my experience is unusual at all, rather I offer it as an example of an irresistibility that perhaps many of us can understand.

Beyond words, beyond understanding, if they are lucky and are paying attention, people are called – to be helpers, to teach, to fix things mechanical, to work with animals, to cross picket lines or police lines, to be artists or architects, to take care of our beloveds, or take care of the earth.  When you feel called, you know whose you are.

As an example of someone who felt called – 
Wangari Maathai died this week.  She was the first African woman to receive the Nobel peace prize (2004).  She created the Green Belt Movement in Kenya to reclaim de-forested land.  She devised a plan to pay women to plant trees, a project that was at first ridiculed.  But now, over 30 million trees in Africa have been planted because of her efforts.   She was elected to the Kenyan parliament – she believed in doing what she could – an amazing woman.  And clearly, a person who knew WHOSE she was.  

Wangari Maathai’s words -

"I don't really know why I care so much. I just have something inside me that tells me that there is a problem, and I have got to do something about it. I think that is what I would call the God in me.
All of us have a God in us, and that God is the spirit that unites all life, everything that is on this planet.
It must be this voice that is telling me to do something, and I am sure it's the same voice that is speaking to everybody on this planet — at least everybody who seems to be concerned about the fate of the world, the fate of this planet."

Another example of people with a calling – Fred and Bonnie Cappuccino, who run 7 or 8 homes for destitute children in south Asia.  Clearly they give their hearts to the children and adults in their Child Haven homes. And they are lucky people to have found a real, clear calling!

Who calls you?

Part of the “Whose Are We?” process for ministers was to name for ourselves some of the tensions with which we wrestle in the course of our called ministries. Someone has said that the Unitarian Universalist minister’s experience of Call is a lifelong invitation to wrestle with the Holy. 

In our time together, the ministers spoke of the covenants we have and the promises we make.  For example, I have a covenant with you, my congregation – perhaps you remember the ceremony of covenanting we had in April of 2009.  We made well-intentioned promises to each other.  I have a covenant with my colleagues, that we will behave a certain way with one another.  I have a covenant with my husband.  

People also make promises to themselves, and to the Holy. But sometimes these covenants come into conflict with each other as to how we spend our life energy.  Family time vs. work time; ideals vs. political realities. 

It can happen that our promises are not easy to keep, when they cross paths with other promises.

Of course, it isn’t only ministers who wrestle with angels.  

Maude Barlow wrote a blog entitled “Why I Got Arrested”
.   She writes:

“It was not an easy decision to make. The charges could very well have been criminal and impair my ability to do work in the United States, which would have been devastating for me. I chair the board of Food and Water Watch in Washington and serve on advisory boards of several other organizations. I also speak to many American groups and at universities. …

“But the day comes when you have to take a stand beyond the range of your comfort zone and for me, this was the day. I have four grandchildren I love more than life itself and I want them and all children to grow up in a safe and healthy world.” 

What moves me about this is the courage it takes for someone to engage in an act of civil disobedience.  It is courage that comes from knowing what you stand for, who and what you love, and to whom you “belong”.  For Maude Barlow, she did it for her grandchildren.  I suspect that she might also have done it for “the earth” or “Canadians” or “the world’s water”.  Others who crossed that line would have had similar well-intended motivations.

Barlow again – “I realize that at no time was my life in danger as is the case for activists in some other countries or even some groups in our own. But I also for a short time, felt the unnerving experience of being totally and completely out of control of my life and it has left me shaken. … I did it because I fear we are killing the planet and I can no longer be content to only write and speak about it. Today my feet spoke for me as I crossed that barricade and took away one more fear in my life.”
Looking at people like Maude Barlow, or Wangari Maathai, or Fred and Bonnie Cappuccino, or other leaders, it may seem that they have more clarity than most about “whose they are”.   That’s why they are leaders.  And -- they have undoubtedly wrestled in places where one covenant came face-to-face with another one.   We all have those places.  The question is, how do we ACT in the face of those tensions?  Whose are we, in that moment where action meets intention?

My husband once met a man who had been ordered during WWII to join the German SS. He felt he would not be able to live with himself if he accepted the appointment.  But he had little choice.  So in order to get out of it, he volunteered for the most dangerous job possible in the Luftwaffe (air force) – almost certain suicide.  He became the pilot whose job it was to attract the anti-aircraft fire towards his plane, while the bombers flying behind him did their dirty work.  In order to live with himself, he had to prepare himself to die.  He knew whose he was, and he knew it wasn’t the Nazis’.

  
(By some miracle he survived.)

Other conscientious objectors in other wars have been called cowards, traitors and draft dodgers – though their choice was either to leave their families and defy their own beliefs or to fight for their country; their own truth or the government’s truth.  Whose were they then?  They had to choose between two “goods”, two groups with whom they belonged. 

What about the tar sands again?  Opinion about them is not uniform!  Not everyone condemns them.  But even if you do think the tar sands should be shut down, there are complexities to consider. People need to work, for spirit as well as body.  With high unemployment in many provinces, people take jobs in the Alberta Tar Sands projects in order to feed their families. Newfoundlanders go to live in Alberta, thousands of kilometres away from family and home, because they can’t find other work. This must be a wrenching decision.  Talk about wrestling!  Ideals vs. putting bread on the table.  Whose are they, in that situation?

 It’s similar to the disagreement between loggers and “tree huggers”. Maybe some of you have had similar struggles in your lives.

And then, out of those difficult choices comes another challenge – one for all of us.

How can UU congregations support their people when they have to make such difficult decisions?  And does that support sometimes get withheld?  How do we continue to welcome  people when they make a politically unpopular choice?  Whose are WE, in that moment?  Do we serve love, by our open-hearted responses to our friend’s dilemma – by still welcoming that person into our midst – by not making harsh judgments?  Do we help come up with material support and creative approaches?  Or do we serve love in another way – love for our cause – and close our minds and hearts to the difficulty our friend is undergoing?   Not easy.

Whose are we?

It is sometimes impossible to resolve the tensions in our wrestling. It’s a price of our humanity.  That doesn’t mean we are not being faithful to our ideals, and to our Gods.  

As mere human beings, we can only do our best with what we know at the time.  And we might limp a bit after the wrestling is over. 
So - struggle with your God – wrestle with the holy –listen for your song. 

Your tribe will be singing it to you. 

Know that you are among good people.  

You are beloved of many.  

You belong to one another.

In our imperfection, may we always choose to be agents of Love. 

 Amen.
READINGS

JACOB WRESTLING WITH THE ANGEL Genesis 32:24-32

And Jacob was left alone; and a man wrestled with him until the breaking of the day. When the man saw that he did not prevail against Jacob, he touched the hollow of his thigh; and Jacob’s thigh was put out of joint as he wrestled with him. Then he said, “Let me go, for the day is breaking.” But Jacob said, “I will not let you go, unless you bless me.” And he said to him, “What is your name?” And he said, “Jacob.” Then he said, “Your name shall no more be called Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with God and with men, and have prevailed.”  Then Jacob asked him, “Tell me, I pray, your name.” But he said, “Why is it that you ask my name?” And there he blessed him. Jacob called the name of the place Peni’el,” saying, “For I have seen God face to face, and yet my life is preserved.” The sun rose upon him as he passed Peni’el, limping because of his thigh.

“THEY'RE SINGING YOUR SONG”


“When a woman in a certain African tribe knows she is pregnant, she goes out  into the wilderness with a few friends and together they pray and meditate until they hear the song of the child. They recognize that every soul has its own vibration that expresses its unique flavor and purpose. When the women attune to the song, they sing it out loud. Then they return to the tribe and teach it to everyone else.    


“When the child is born, the community gathers and sings the child's song to him or her. Later, when the child enters education, the village gathers and chants the child's song.   When the child passes through the initiation to adulthood, the people again come together and sing.   At the time of marriage, the person hears his or her song.   Finally, when the soul is about to pass from this world, the family and friends gather at the person's bed, just as they did at their birth, and  they sing the person to the next life. 


“In the African tribe there is one other occasion upon which the villagers sing to the child. If at any time during his or her life, the person commits a  crime or aberrant social act, the individual is called to the center of the  village and the people in the community form a circle around them. Then they sing their song to them.   


“The tribe recognizes that the correction for antisocial behavior is not punishment; it is love and the remembrance of identity.  . . .


“. . . You may not have grown up in an African tribe that sings your song to you at crucial life transitions, but life itself reminds you when you are in tune with yourself and when you are not.  When you feel good, what you are doing matches your song, and when you feel awful, it doesn't.  . . .  “ ~Alan Cohen~

Sing Your Song. From Wisdom of the Heart by Alan Cohen, copyright 2002 by Alan Cohen.  Published by Hay House, Inc.  Used by permission. All rights reserved.  For more information on Alan Cohen's books and programs, visit www.alancohen.com .

� http://www.iwise.com/2HJy4


� http://canadians.org/blog/?author=16










