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PREPARATION  
 The fundamental purpose of Jesus was the establishment of the kingdom of God, which involved a thorough regeneration and reconstitution of social life. Primitive Christianity cherished an ardent hope of a radically new era, and within its limits sought to realize a social life on a new moral basis.” Walter Rauschenbusch, Christianity and the Social Crisis. (1908)
“There can be no reconciliation with God unless the hungry are fed, the sick are healed, and justice is given to the poor.” James H. Cone, “Black Theology and Reconciliation.” (1973). 

READING

“Salvation as a Social Event” by Letty M Russell, From Human Liberation in a Feminist Perspective –A Theology.
The reading is from the works of the late Rev. Dr. Letty Russell. Dr. Russell was a professor at Yale Divinity School and a pioneer in feminist theology. She was author of over 17 books on feminism and theology. She was a member of the first class of women to be admitted to Harvard University in 1955. She begins this reading with a quote from black liberation theologian James Cone, quoted above.

“There can be no reconciliation with God unless the hungry are fed, the sick are healed, and justice is given to the poor.” [She then reflects on the meaning of sin from James Cone’s perspective:]

In this perspective sin also takes on a different meaning. Sin as the opposite of liberation is seen as oppression, a situation in which there is no community, no room to live as a whole human being.  . . . . . sin cannot be understood only as a private matter.  “Sin to us is eminently a political, a social term. It includes the sins of our own people, race, and class in which we participate. Therefore we are faced with responsibility not only for admitting our collaboration in such social sin, but also for working to change the social structures that bring it about. [. . .] We need to build a new cooperative social order out beyond the principles of hierarchy, rule and competitiveness. Starting in the grass-roots local units of human society [. . .], we must create a living pattern of mutuality between men and woment, between parents and children, among people I their social, economic and political relationships and finally, between humankind and the organic harmonies of mature.

INTRODUCTION

I suspect that despite a diversity of political views in this church, most, if not all of us. would agree that incivility runs high in US politics and public life. There is just too much name-calling, too much taking the position of my way or highway, too much anger, and at the very extreme end–too much hatred. Given this too “muchness,”there is not enough respectful listening to each other, willingness to entertain valid points of opposing positions, and not enough just plain respect for each other despite differences. 


Imagine for a moment what would happen in a church if people behaved in ways similar to what is happening in politics in this country right now. You would find the church divided into several factions that were warring with each other. Each faction would put a lot of money into campaigning for positions of control on the church board. The individual board members would launch campaigns to discredit her or his opponents–rather than speak to the issues confronting the church. The minister, despite the good intentions of wanting what is best for the church and to stop the conflict, try as she might, cannot keep above the fray and becomes identified with one of the factions. The opposing factions on the board then oppose what the minister recommends just because the minister recommends it. Signs appear around the church put up by the factions that oppose the minister. Soon, the supporters of the minister put signs around the church criticizing those opposing the minister. Would this be the kind of church you want to attend? Of course not! 


Churches are expected to stand for civil values like politeness, kindness, compassion, caring, fair dealings, and justice. Many people come to churches, in part, because churches stand for these values. Why don’t we expect some of the same basic civil values from our politicians? Especially those who attend churches, synagogues, temples, and mosques that espouse those civil values?


So why has American politics strayed so far from basic civil values–values we practice in this church? And how can this country get back on track?


Let’s explore some answers to those two questions that resonate with the civil and religious values espoused by this church and it founders–values that continue today. 

STANDING TALL FOR REASONABLENESS AND HONESTY


So why has American politics strayed so far from basic civil values? To answer this, I am going to turn to a rabbi who was also both an organizational consultant and family therapist. His name is Edwin Friedman, and he has influenced significantly how clergy and religious leaders think about organizations. He consulted with churches, synagogues, non-profit and for-profit corporations, and was a community relations specialist in the Johnson White House. I recommend Friedman’s book, published after his death and titled Failure of Nerve: Leadership in the Age of the Quick Fix, to anyone who is in an organizational leadership position.


As a therapist, he focused on how anxiety operated within organizations from families to huge government agencies or corporations to political parties.  He observed that civilizations undergoing change have to deal with the anxiety that the uncertainty of change brings. Often these anxieties lead us into superstitions and illusions when we should be using “reasonableness and honesty.”
 He said there is a failure of leadership nerve affecting American civilization today. “When anxiety reaches certain thresholds, ‘reasonableness and honesty’ no longer defend against illusion, and then even the most learned ideas can begin to function as superstitions.”


Friedman, writing just before his death in 1996, wrote, “I believe there exists through America today a rampant sabotaging of leaders who try to stand tall amid the raging anxiety-storms of our time. It is a highly reactive atmosphere [Friedman continues] pervading all the institutions of our society–a regressive mood that contaminates the decision-making process of government and corporations at the highest level, and, on the local level, seeps down into the deliberations of neighborhood church, synagogue, hospital, library, and school boards. It is ‘something in the air’ that affects the most ordinary family no matter what its ethnic background. And its frustrating effect on leaders is the same no matter what their gender, race, or age.”


Friedman observed that in this climate of “raging anxiety storms,” organizations tend to adapt to immaturity. With high anxiety, the organization’s focus shifts to the extremists in that organization. What this does, Friedman says, is it leverages organizational power to the less emotionally stable individuals or factions. Does that sound like American politics today? I think so.


The solution, Friedman observed, to this dilemma is for emotionally healthy leaders to lead from a sense of higher human values as articulated by their organizations. That is why I think that institutions like Hopedale Unitarian Parish that stand for and practice civil values are so critical for the future of our nation and the world. This church can stand tall and promote the kind of values that will get this country out of this mess.
AN EXPERIENCE OF RICOCHETING ANXIETY


I recently ran into political and public incivility. I am interested in how science and religion interact and inform each other. I am particularly interested in environmental science, because I had a 25-year career in environmental engineering. I like to keep up on what’s going on particularly in the area of the political and religious responses to the science of climate change. So I read several on-line news reports including the on-line Washington news report Politico. 


A couple of weeks ago, an article in Politico about the political response to climate change caught my eye.. For some reason, I scrolled down to the blog that followed the article. What I found there shocked me. I found accusations that Al Gore and anyone who thought climate change was happening was not just a liar but a closet communist. Cap and trade to control carbon dioxide emissions was called a global Marxist conspiracy. Someone posted that there was simply no truth to the science of human-caused global warming. The other side was not much better, questioning the intelligence of climate deniers and wondering if one climate denier because of the use of folksy language was really Sarah Palin posting a comment.


Although I have never been a climate scientist, I have studied climate science extensively. So I posted a comment on the blog saying that among climate scientists, who are actively practicing in the field, there is nearly universal agreement that humans are causing global warming. I mentioned that all of the world’s major scientific organizations such as the National Academy of Sciences and the British Royal Society agree with those conclusions. 


For commenting on this blog, I was called a demagogue and a Marxist. When I argued that people who deny climate change may be misinformed about the science,  I was accused of calling my opponents too dumb to understand. One person responded with a libelous comment that a noted climate scientists was a “compulsive liar and a fraud extraordinaire.”


I bring this up not to argue about climate science but to relate my recent experience in trying to engage in a reasoned dialogue in a polarized environment where anxiety is high. There were no free exchanges of ideas. Disagreements degenerated into personal attacks, and I had to struggle mightily not to respond in kind. I experienced what Friedman called sabotage for trying to stand tall in the raging anxiety around climate change. And my experience was just a minute example of what political leaders experience all the time. I had experienced hostility arising from the fear and chronic anxiety, that Rabbi Friedman observed, “currently ricochets from sea to shining sea.”

THE JESUS OF RADICAL LOVE AND JUSTICE


So how do we guide ourselves when confronted with incivility? For some time now when Christians were confronted with a decision or dilemma, they commonly ask WWJD– “what would Jesus do?” Two Sundays ago, I read from the eighth chapter of John about Jesus teaching outside the Temple in Jerusalem where we was confronted by his critics. Jesus responses dumbfounded his critics so they resorted to name calling--calling him a demon or possessed by a demon. Amid the attacks, Jesus stood tall and said his truth. And then when his critics picked-up stones, he disappeared in the crowd. Jesus didn’t shout at his critics. He didn’t get his disciples to throw the stones back. He just disappeared in the crowd.


This incident has, within it, an important message about how to deal with critics who resort to incivility. Don’t return attack with attack. Use the power of your truth. This way Jesus remained true to his core message that we are all children of God and because of that we are to love even our enemies. Jesus didn’t say “tolerate your enemies,” or “like your enemies,” or even be “be fond of your enemies.” He said, “Love your enemies.”
 That’s radical love!


Jesus also taught about the Kingdom of Heaven. The meaning of what Jesus actually meant about the Kingdom of Heaven is one area where opinions diverge among Christians. There was a social gospel movement that emerged in the late 19th and early 20th centuries that said that Jesus taught about a  Kingdom of Heaven that was an earthly realm where people lived at peace with each other guided by the commandment to love God and our neighbors as ourselves.  The Kingdom of Heaven was a place of social and economic justice where wealth was shared–especially with the poor. This social gospel view looked at the New Testament story of the rich man who wanted to become a disciple of Jesus. When Jesus said that the condition for him becoming a disciple was to give his wealth to the poor, the rich man couldn’t do it. Then Jesus said, “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the Kingdom of Heaven.” Jewish teaching, at the time of Jesus, held that all wealth and property are loans from God. So Jesus was asking the man to give to the poor what is not his anyway. So according to the social gospel teaching of Jesus, the Kingdom of Heaven is a place of economic and social justice where wealth was shared.


Some extremely politically conservative Christians think that this view of the Kingdom of Heaven is really disguised communism or Marxism. Also these and many traditional Christians think the Kingdom of Heaven is strictly an after-death realm that one attains through accepting Jesus Christ as your one and only savior.

LESSONS FROM THE RADICAL LOVE OF JESUS

As an example of uncivil speech, Glenn Beck and Rush Limbaugh have criticized President Obama because his pastor, from Chicago, the Rev. Jeremiah Wright preaches from this social gospel perspective encouraging economic and social justice for ethnic and racial minorities in this country. For this Rev. Wright has been called by Rush Limbaugh “a racist and a hatemonger” and a Marxist. Limbaugh and Glenn Beck also seek to paint President Obama with the racist, Marxist brush because of his association with Rev. Wright as Obama’s pastor.  Limbaugh’s calling an African American a racist, only demonstrated he doesn’t understand what racism is.
 Further to call Rev. Wright a hatemonger is to deny the righteous anger that naturally arises from the African American experience of slavery and racism in America.


Continuing with the theme started by Limbaugh, Glenn Beck, last March, called for people to boycott their churches if the phrases “social justice” or “economic justice” were used in their churches.


One of the aspects of the social gospel movement that bothers Beck the most is the concept that sin is not just personal but also sin is collective. If anything that reality of collective sin is born out by what happened in Nazi Germany in the 1930s and 1940s–where only a few stood up to genocide and an entire society either actively pursued or was complicit in mass murder!. Recall the quote from the reading of a few minutes ago by feminist liberation theologian Letty Russell: Sin “includes the sins of our own people, race, and class in which we participate. Therefore we are faced with responsibility not only for admitting our collaboration in such social sin, but also for working to change the social structures that bring it about.”


But this idea of collective sin disturbs Beck and others including some fundamentalist Christians, who see sin as only personal. I find it ironic that Beck, Limbaugh, and others would object to working for social and economic justice. Next to the Kingdom of Heaven,  Jesus taught about the right use of money and wealth. If you really listen closely to the social gospel of Jesus, it will shake your roots. Could it be that Beck and Limbaugh are like the rich man in the story when Jesus asks the rich man to give his wealth to the poor? Could it be that Beck and Limbaugh doth protest too much when Beck makes $23 million a year and Limbaugh makes nearly $38 million per year according to Parade Magazine?
 Jesus’ message is clear. Jesus asks us to give up some of our privilege to make the Kingdom of Heaven of economic and social justice on Earth.


The social gospel teaching of Jesus is sobering applied to the US. The US holds approximately one-quarter of world economic wealth with 4.5 percent of the world population– while nearly 3 billion people or 40 percent of the world population live on less than $2 per day.
,
,
 As a country that has “In God We Trust” on our currency, are we not obliged to generously share some of our wealth with the poor of this country and the world?


Jesus taught about radical love and equality. Racial love means that you don’t attack even your enemies. You can make your point, you can point out the errors of opponents, but you always hold love in your heart. Jesus’ message is that all humans are part of one family–children of God. Radical love means that we need to work to change social structures that create injustices in the world.

CONCLUSION


Much incivility in politics and public life is born of anxiety and fear that we will lose what we have. Jesus taught, like our currency says, to trust in God and not be anxious: he said, “And do not seek what you are to eat and what you are to drink, nor be of anxious mind. For all the nations of the world seek these things; and [God] knows that you need them. Instead, seek [God’s] kingdom, and these things shall be yours as well.”


I have suggested that the solution to the problems that beset this country can be addressed and solved by strong leaders who stand for civil values and equal justice for all. These leaders need not be individuals; they can be institutions like this church. 


We can take great inspiration in the heritage of this church because the Hopedale Community, that was the predecessor of this church, was founded on the social gospel of civility, radical love, social and economic equality, and creating the Kingdom of Heaven here and now. The leader of the Hopedale Community was the Rev.Adin Ballou who was one of the first to articulate the social gospel view of Jesus’ teachings. His ideas influenced Leo Tolstoy, who influenced Gandhi, who influenced Martin Luther King and is influencing people today who will step into the shoes of Ballou, Tolstoy, Gandhi, and King. The social gospel ideal, with some of its roots here in Hopedale, has influenced liberation theology that in turn has influenced many of the world’s poor to feel empowered.


Also let us not forget that those Hopedale peace and justice inspirations, from the start, guided those who became wealthy in Hopedale to generously share their wealth. You can see it about us everywhere in this community including this beautiful church building.


There is much we can do to help bring civility and justice into the world. The work of this church, its ministry, is to stand tall, being a leader in articulating civil values including the inherent worth, dignity, and basic sanctity  of each human and of the worth and sacredness of the Earth itself and all its inhabitants. 


This is a marvelous universe. There is no reason to chowder. We are called to stand tall, to do righteous work, to love God, to love our enemies, and to love our neighbors as ourselves. May this be so, in a world without end. Amen.
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