For So the Children Come

August 18, 2019

Rev. Dr. Matthew Johnson

 

This story starts about 10 years ago.   

I mean, actually, this story starts in 1796, when Horace Mann is born. 

Horace Mann is a Universalist, and a member of the MA state legislature. 

He has a radical idea.  

Totally radical idea. 

The idea is this: 

 

public school. 

 

School for every kid.  Rich, poor. Every gender. 

Even, yes, people of different races.  

All of them. 

 

Paid for by the public, for the public.  

 

And Horace Mann had practical reasons for this, 

about how these schools would bind the new country together, 

reduce sectarianism, and so forth, 

but it was also driven by his theology: 

his believe that every child is a child of God, 

that every child is holy, and sacred,  

there are no elect and damned,  

except when society treats some as disposable; 

and he did not want to see that.   

So he created the public school movement in this country. 

 

One of the heroes of our faith and our country. 

 

My part of this story begins 10 years ago or so. 

When I arrived as your minister, 11 years ago, 

we embarked on a conversation about our justice work.  

You expressed, back then, a desire to do more to integrate our work 

to have a signature issue.  

The idea wasn’t to stop doing other things, 

but to choose something we really wanted to focus on; 

something we could make a difference about, 

something aligned with our values.   

 

We had a task force.  

And considered options. 

And the choice was clear, at that time: 

we were going to work at the intersection of public education and racial justice.  

In everything from service – our effort to provide uniforms and tutors –  

to advocacy work, working to support anti-racist public education structures, 

funding, and programs.   

 

Now, since that, we’ve shifted our model again:  

partly in response to how the world has shifted; 

we have five or six strong justice teams,  

though racial justice work remains a high focus.  

And we still raise money for uniforms, and many of you volunteer in the schools.   

 

But 10 years ago, I said, okay, if this is our choice, 

I’m going to become an expert on the local public schools, 

education policy, and so forth.   

 

In the beginning, I had to ask over and over again to get on committees. 

10 years later, I have to say no and choose my focus.   

On your behalf, I have worked on elementary school parent involvement and anti-racism,  

on my own time but with our values in mind, 

I’ve also been part of a few school board campaigns.  

I know most of the players, the issues, and the politics of this area; 

though I still can’t get an official RPS pass and have to show my ID every time I go to a meeting downtown.   

 

Over the last few years, my focus has been on the issue in public education, 

and community transformation, that I think has the largest potential to transform lives, 

that aligns most clearly with our theological commitments, 

those same commitments that drove Horace Mann 200 years ago: 

early childhood.   

 

Alignment Rockford, an organization founded about 10 years ago, 

to align community volunteers and efforts with the goals of the school district, 

has been the way I’ve engaged this mostly.  

About two years ago, the then executive director of Alignment Rockford, 

Bridget French,  

asked me if I would be willing to step in as the new co-chair of the Healthy Starts committee.  

She said, Matthew, here’s the deal. 

There are great folks. 

Service providers, educators, people who really care about kids. 

But they are not as strategic as they need to be.  

They need someone to curate their ideas, navigate the political reality, 

and make things happen. 

And that’s what you’re good at. Please?  

 

Of course I said yes. 

 

Today is the first a short two-sermon series about my “extra-curricular” 

activities.   

There are two major projects, outside of the worship, care, teaching, and administration of the church, that occupy my time, and you have sometimes asked me about these. 

What is that all about? 

What’s happening with that?   

So I thought I’d take some time to tell you about it; 

and tell you why it is important to our values and deepest commitments.  

 

Both these projects begin with this request to me: 

we know you care about this issue, 

and we need someone to weave the parts together,  

to get good people to not just talk about it, but do it; 

we need a leader and a writer and a planner, 

someone who can read the political landscape, 

and use their social privilege as a white guy 

to work for intersectional justice. 

 

That’s an invitation I try to say yes too, 

and one thing I want to tell you is that if you have a skill, a gift, 

and someone asks you to use your gift, whatever it is, 

for the sake of justice and progress, 

you should try to say yes.   

 

If someone asks me to sing for justice, 

I’m going to say no. 

Nobody wants that. 

But if they need someone to synthesize ideas and manage a strategy, 

well, okay.  I can do that.  

 

Co-leading the Healthy Starts team, I worked on a Single-Point-of-Entry 

plan for 11 key services for families with young children.  

We have lots of programs in this city!  Lots of them. 

But if you are an overwhelmed parent, do you know where to turn? 

With a hundred choices?   

So we worked on that and made good progress. 

 

Then, an opportunity for the school district and alignment Rockford came up, 

something too perfect for us to say no to.  

It was going to require a lot of work, and a community co-chair who could keep things moving, 

see the big picture, and make the moral case for the work. 

They said, will you, and on your behalf, I said sure.   

 

So let me tell you about it.   

 

It’s called the Ready to Learn project.  

Working with Erikson Institute, based out of Chicago, 

we are doing a Kindergarten census – every Kindergarten student in RPS, 

as well as the Catholic and Lutheran schools, and Keith and Spectrum, 

who agree to be part of this. 

 

The teachers completed a survey about each of their students –  

questions about their physical health and well-being, 

emotional maturity,  

social competence, 

linguistic and cognitive awareness, 

and communication and general skills. 

Five domains.  

 

Then that data is mapped, not by school zone but by neighborhood. 

By census track.  

 

And that’s important.  

Because being ready to learn for Kindegarten isn’t the job of the school. 

It isn’t just, by the way, the job of the parent either. 

A couple of city council members and I went a few rounds on that score, 

and we can’t just put this on parents. 

The work belongs to us all.   

The village, right – it’s not just a slogan. 

It’s real. 

We need good people everywhere, engaged in this work.  

When children in a neighborhood are thriving, 

that neighborhood is thriving.  

When the children in a neighborhood are vulnerable, 

when they’re malnourished, neglected, disengaged –  

let alone the witness or victim of trauma and abuse –  

well, that’s not good.  

Not good for those kids, who are holy and sacred, 

and not good for society, because it is a lot harder to fix 

as each year goes by.   

Those first five years of life matter so much –  

when our brain is growing, when our pathways are being developed, 

when we are learning whether it is safe to be curious and loving, 

or if we have to be afraid and defensive –  

these patterns are set early,  

and they can be changed, 

sure, 

but how about we try to get it right from the start?   

 

So the data for Rockford is compared to the national averages, 

and they we see – in what tracts are is there more vulnerability? 

in what tracts is there more strength?  

Because we are using census tracks, we can compare to other public data: 

what’s the unemployment rate?  

what’s the per capita number of domestic violence police calls? 

is it a food desert? 

what’s the poverty rate?  

how many single families are there? 

And we can map services – where are the health clinics? the grocery stores? the bus lines? 

 

And then we can plan.  

We can look at the data, and go to the city, the state, the county, 

the non-profit, and the neighborhood group, and say, okay,  

here’s how the kids are doing in this domain in this neighborhood. 

How can we work together to do better?  

What’s working in this neighborhood, and how can we do more of that over in this one?   

 

[babies in the river story] 

 

This is those who run up the river.  

That’s what we’re doing.   

 

I’m not the only UU on the Ready to Learn team, by the way: 

in their professional capacities, Linda Sandquist, Sarah Dorner, Paul Goodard, and Billie Callahan have all been part of this too.   

We are people who care about these things.   

 

So, where we are right now is that we’re taking the maps out to the community to get feedback. 

We’re not publicly releasing them yet –  

we need residents to tell us what they mean,  

to tell us what they experience where they live and work and worship, 

so that our report, which will come out this fall, 

can then guide community planning efforts over the years to come.   

 

But you want to see some maps?   

Sure you do.  

 

There are 18 maps so far, and I’m not going to show you all of them, 

but I’ll show you a few that really struck me.   

These are not yet public, so let’s zoom in on the livestream so the screen isn’t recorded, 

and don’t snap a picture of these, okay? 

A few more months and they’ll go out.   

 

Now, I would love to get your feedback on what you see!   

What do you notice? 

Especially in the neighborhood you live in, what strikes you? 

I want you to write it down, remember it, and then email it to me. 

minister@uurockford.org 

 

Then I can add it to the database of comments.   

 

So, let’s look first at Map 1.   

 

And let’s zoom in on the neighborhood the church is in.  

Regents Park. 

Like a lot of our tracts, this neighborhood is diverse –  

it includes the area around us, these modest homes, 

and the apartment buildings, 

but also the wealthier neighborhood on the other side of Mah-Na-Tesi.   

 

Now, here is map six – language and communication.  

What do you notice? 

A lot less vulnerability, right? 

Our kids are good at telling stories, talking. 

How do we build on that strength, and move it into reading, then writing?  

 

OK, a few of the overlays.   

Here is the single parent map. 

A lot of folks say single parenting is the problem. 

I heard it from some city council members.  

But take a look.  There’s not much correlation here, is there?  

 

Here’s another one. 

Educational attainment – the number of folks with a college degree. 

Now, here’s a correlation.   

Though it’s not universal, is it?   

But if this is a big factor, then things like Rockford Promise,  

which pays for RPS grads to go to college, seem important.  

 

I’ll show you one more. 

Basic services – what I want you to notice here is these two neighborhoods. 

Some of the highest vulnerability in the city. 

And basically no services.   

So what do we do about that?   

We’re going to go meet with residents, people who live there, 

to find that out.   

 

I do love maps.  

 

But remember that these maps are tools.  

Tools to provoke common, aligned planning, to get folks to ask, 

how are the children doing? 

And given how they are doing, what are we go to do? 

What are we going to do so that everything is possible for them?  

 

The maps are tools. 

And the plans are important, accountability, results, they matter. 

But one reason I said yes to this is because this isn’t just a technical question. 

It’s a moral question.  

It’s a theological question. 

 

Because before the planning, before the maps and the details, 

is the theological question: 

whose children are these?  

Who is responsible for them? 

Who shall love them? 

In this knockabout world, who shall literally and figuratively 

give them the peace to sleep all through the night?  

Whose children are these? 

 

It’s not about plans. 

It is about commitment. 

 

As the poet writes,  

plenitude of plan shall not suffice 

Nor grief nor love shall be enough alone 

To ratify my little halves who bear 

Across an autumn freezing everywhere. 

 

We have plenty of folks who want to do the right thing. 

I believe that this data, and the common planning we can do, 

will make a difference in the lives of thousands of children, 

and that’s why, on your behalf, and with the time you give me, 

I do this work. 

 

But plenitude of plan will not suffice.  

It requires something more: 

an all-in theological commitment,  

that every night a child is born is a holy night. 

Every night a child is born is a holy night, 

for every child is holy. 

 

You’ve heard me say that, on Christmas Eve and through the year, 

that our most important theological and moral statement is this one, 

in the words of Sophia Lyon Fahs, 

every night a child is born is a holy night, 

for so the children come, and so they have been coming,  

and every one of this is holy.   

 

So what shall we do?  

Whom shall we love?  

And for whom shall we give our time, our faith, and our care?  

 

This is part of my answer to that question.  

 

If you want this to be the answer for you too, 

then I invite you to be part of this great work.  

If you want hands on – be a tutor, be a mentor.  

Contact your local school, wherever you live, to sign up, 

or contact iRead, through the literacy council and United Way.   

If you want to do policy, stay tuned, because in a few months, 

we’re going to start rocking and rolling.  

And I could use your help.   

 

It is my honor and privilege to do this important work 

on your behalf and as a way to honor our values. 

So I thank you for the time you give me to do it, 

and I pray that all of us who are doing this work 

will keep in the forefront of our minds and hearts 

the children of our city, and of the world,  

who are our children, all of us, 

and that we will make steady, real, and meaningful progress, 

so that the children of tomorrow will thrive  

in ways we can only begin to imagine.   

May it be so.

Healing Harm Through Bylaws. No, Really
August 25, 2019

Rev. Dr. Matthew Johnson

 

This story begins at the Kansas City Royals Baseball stadium in June 2018.  

The General Assembly of the Unitarian Universalist Association 

was in Kansas City that year, 

and a bunch of the ministers go out to a baseball game most years. 

 

I sat with my friend the Rev. Christana Willie McKight, 

the minister of our congregation in Taunton, Massachusetts. 

Christana had a problem, but to explain this problem, and to explain this story, 

I have to back up, and show you, of all things, 

an organizational chart.   

 

The Unitarian Universalist Association was created in 1961. 

It is the consolidation of the American Unitarian Association 

and the Universalist Church in America. 

It is an association of congregations.  

 

There are about 1100 member congregations of the UUA.  

each congregation is self-governing. 

The Association, the UUA, provides resources, advice, 

does national public witness,  

and trains and certifies religious professionals and lay leaders.  

But they can’t tell a congregation what to do.   

 

The American Unitarian Association was always an association of congregations. 

And there was a separate organization for ministers.  

The minister’s association was distinct and different than the congregation’s association.  

And so it still is.  

 

Over the years, the unitarian universalist minister’s association,  

called the UUMA – very close to the UUA, but different –  

has sometimes been a kind of union, 

sometimes just a networking group, 

and sometimes been devoted the professionalism and vitality of our ministry.   

 

Early on, the minister’s association set rules for its members –  

how ministers are supposed to treat each other, 

and how we are supposed to act in the world.  

Our rules had some overlap with the rules of 1st Timothy.  

Be of upstanding character, don’t be a lover of money, don’t be violent. 

Those are good ones.  

Keep your children submissive, thankfully, did not make it in our rules, 

because I would be right out –  

if you know my older kid you know she hasn’t submitted once in her whole life.  

 

The Unitarian Universalist Association – the group of congregations –  

in order to certify ministers as prepared to serve a congregation –  

has a group called the Ministerial Fellowship Committee, or the MFC.  

The MFC decides if you are “in fellowship.”  

 

Now, congregations are independent. 

They can ordain anyone they like, and they can call anyone they like as their minister. 

Whether that person is “in fellowship” or not.  

 

But ministers are not so independent.  

If you break the rules, the MFC can remove you from fellowship, 

or suspend your access to the search system to look for work,  

place you on probation, etc.   

The MFC has teeth.   

 

But the MFC is designed to protect congregations from people who should not be ministers. 

It is not designed to handle more subtle violations of our expectations. 

it is not designed to handle misunderstandings.  

It is not designed to heal wounded hearts,  

or to promote growth and change. 

 

It is designed to bar the gates to evil and incompetence.  

It is good at that, actually.  

 

But it is the job of the Minister’s Association itself 

to promote healthy behavior – and to respond to the more subtle violations 

of our expectations of conduct.   

When colleagues mistreat each other, but it is not misconduct per se, 

the minister’s association, the UUMA, should respond. 

 

And we have a process for this.  

A set of rules – something called an accountability process –  

which tells a minister how to respond when another minister 

has violated our expectations.   

 

And this brings us back to the baseball game, 

and my friend Christana. 

 

Christana is a member of the UUMA board,  

the minister’s association. 

And she is the board liaison to a committee 

which has been appointed to fix the accountability process. 

 

Because here’s the thing. 

Our process doesn’t work. 

It doesn’t work at all. 

Sometimes, it causes more harm, even.  

It is a process that is totally broken,  

that has, in it, fatal assumptions about power, intention, and identity.  

So it needs to be fixed. 

Throw it out and re-write it.  

 

Christana explains this to me; 

she knows I agree because I’ve seen, 

amongst my colleagues, how the current process fails.  

And here comes the ask: 

Matthew, we need you.  

There are great people on the team. 

Folks who know about trauma and healing, 

who are experts on restorative justice, 

who have good experience with the current process and what’s not working; 

good people! 

Great people. 

But not one of them knows how to write a bylaw.  

I mean they can if they have to. 

But none of them love it.  

Not like you do.  

Christana and I understand that justice is written in words, 

that clarity of language can lead to clarity of process, 

which can make the world better, 

and Christana knows that I know this, 

that I have a unique and perverse skill: 

I know how to express theories into language,  

into, even, bylaws.  

 

I tell her yes. 

I’ll be the secretary, not the chair.   

I’ll write it out.  

And, I’ll use my considerable social privilege and relational power 

among our ministers to try to get it passed.  

 

So I’ve been working on this for the last year and a bit,  

we released a draft, are getting feedback this year, 

and, the spirit of life willing, it will be passed next June at our annual meeting. 

 

There is quite a bit of controversy over what I wrote. 

 

Rules are all well and good, 

but what really matters is if you can enforce them. 

What matters is accountability. 

What good is a rule against treating your colleagues with distain,  

if you can’t enforce it?  

 

It is another kind of violation 

to have rules against racism, sexism, bullying, and so forth, 

and then not enforce them. 

It is what is called “gaslighting” – or a bait and switch. 

Oh, you’re not allowed to bully your junior colleague,  

to sexually harass another minister at a conference,  

etc, etc, 

but, if you do, we don’t have an effective way to hold you to account.  

At least not if you have power or know how the system really works.  

 

Do you see what happens –  

when the rules are okay but the justice system isn’t fair?  

The people with power, who know how to avoid accountability, 

they get away with it.  

But the people who don’t have power in the system, 

they do get called to account for their violations.  

 

Right?  

 

Do you see it?  

 

How many prescription drugs are being abused up and down Spring Creek, or in Roscoe?  

But the police don’t do drug raids there, do they?  

 

So I’ve been working on this a lot, 

and there are two big themes in the work I’ve been doing that I want to lift up; 

things that I think are relevant to all of us.   

 

First, one of the biggest changes we are making is  

to notice and name 

the power of subtle emotional abuse.  

Whether it is one minister to another,  

or a minister to a member of their congregation or a staff member –  

we are naming that emotional bullying, and gaslighting,  

words subtly designed to hurt, belittle, and dominate, 

have power, are hurtful, and are not okay.   

 

You know the saying, sticks and stones will break my bones, 

but words can never hurt me? 

 

That is B.S.  That is wrong. It is false, and dangerous.  

 

Words can hurt.  

 

Words, emotional abuse, is wrong.  

 

Research into trauma has discovered that the difference between people 

who can usually bounce back from a violent or frightening event 

and those who are stuck there, who get PTSD or Complex PTSD 

is whether their experience and pain is recognized, 

whether they are seen and affirmed as a person.  

 

So an abuser’s first job is to convince their victim that they’re not really  

experiencing what they’re experiencing. 

That they’re being too sensitive. 

That they, the victim, they are the one who is over-reacting.   

 

If you are new to ministry, and you’re a young woman, say, 

and someone who has been at it a long time, 

who people respect, 

tells you that you’re wrong, you wonder: 

am I?   

 

So I want to say to you: 

words are real, emotional abuse is abuse, and it’s not okay for people to belittle you, 

to deny that you experience what you experience.  

It’s not okay.   

 

Now, I must tell you that this is a source of concern among some of our ministers: 

they are worried that our new rules “weaponize harm” –  

that if someone says, “I’ve been harmed”, well, that’s that.  

Is there due process? Is there room for grace?   

 

I have two thoughts about that. 

The first is this: we have erred on the side of not believing harm, 

especially from people who are not cis-gendered men, and people who are not white, 

for so many centuries, that if we have to err on the other side for a little while, 

to get a better balance, then that’s the way it is.   

Deal with it.  

 

The second is this: 

our new rules aren’t about punishment.  

They are explicitly about reconciliation, healing, and repair,  

as well as public safety.   

 

This is the second major theme I want to name this morning, 

a move to restorative justice. 

 

Now, some ministers have committed acts that make it clear they are unfit 

for the role, authority, and power that comes with being one of us. 

They’re done. 

That doesn’t mean they are cast off as a person; 

but it does mean they don’t get to be a minister. 

It’s not for everyone.  

Not everyone gets to be a teacher, a doctor, a therapist, or cop. 

At least they shouldn’t – because upon your ability to do those jobs ethically 

depends the lives and well-being of others.   

And in those cases, our proposal sends those ministers to that Ministerial Fellowship Committee, 

or something like it that’s in the works, 

to investigate and adjudicate. That’s what they are for. 

 

But most of the time, we’re not talking about these cases. 

We’re talking about more normal mistakes, errors, 

assumptions run amok, people in pain seeking power, 

a failure to keep up with changing norms, and so forth.  

We’re talking about people who we expect more of, 

and people who should always be getting better. 

 

Isn’t that all of us? 

 

Do you ever feel like our expectations for our fellow humans have gotten too low? 

Or too many of us are defensive about where we are, 

instead of being open to continued growth?   

 

You know what it is called when you stop growing and changing, right? 

It’s called dead. 

 

We don’t want that. 

We want people to be in a learning posture,  

and we want to heal the harm, repair the breach, and, when possible, restore the relationship.  

 

So our new process is focused, whenever possible, 

to heal harm.   

 

The example that Hope Johnson gave is very common; 

I could tell hundreds of other stories, of micro-aggressions and just plain aggressions.  

And Hope was close friends with the person, 

and was able to do some healing,  

but that’s so hard! Right? 

And most of us just let it go: 

especially if there is a power difference, right? 

You don’t say anything until it gets real bad, 

or you just withdraw.   

Ministers should be better at this stuff, 

and sometimes we are, 

but sometimes we’re not. 

 

So what if there was someone you can go to, 

and say, hey, was what I experienced a problem, or not?  

Someone who was trained in trauma, anti-oppression, systems theory, 

and so forth?  

Someone kinda like Mama Bear? Who could set down the rule, 

and give folks a hug, and remind you who you are deep down? 

And then they could talk you through it.  

Maybe it’s a misunderstanding and we can talk to them. 

Maybe they need to learn something, and we can recommend a class. 

Maybe they need a coach to help them with their anger or stress. 

Let’s make it better. 

 

And what about you, you who have been harmed,  

what do you need?  

Do you need an apology?  To be seen? 

Do you need a massage?  

A therapist of your own?  

A peer support group? 

How do we help you, too?  

 

Because our goal is not to punish wrong, but to heal souls, and to heal relationships –  

when we can.   

 

How different would our system of justice, 

would our schools, our city, our world be, 

if we made healed souls and healed relationships the goal?  

 

Now, the problem is, what happens when the party who did the harm 

doesn’t want to learn?  

doesn’t want to talk? 

doesn’t want to engage?  

 

Well, that’s a big problem. 

Our current rules have no remedy for this at all. 

 

So, for example, one of our ministers recently did something that hurt a lot of other ministers. 

He self-published a book that was full of racism, transphobia, and inaccurate stories about his colleagues.  

And he distributed it at our national annual meeting in June. 

And when the powers that be said, this was hurtful,  

and we need to restore our covenant, 

and that means we need to talk – a mediator, a process for healing, 

and actions steps for you to do better and repair this, 

he said, “nope.”  

“You can’t make me.” 

 

And he’s right. 

Under our current rules, we can’t make him.   

And that’s not okay with me.   

 

We are a free church, with a free pulpit.  

I value that freedom so very much. 

I don’t want anyone to tell me, or you, what to believe, 

or how to live our lives. 

But we are also a covenantal faith. 

And our search for truth must be responsible, 

our living must be guided by love, 

and that means I should not get to be immune from the consequences 

of my words and actions. 

That’s not freedom, that’s oppression. 

 

So, our proposal says that if you’re willing to engage a process of healing, 

then we do that. 

But if you refuse, then that is a violation of your obligations, 

and might mean you are removed from ministry.  

 

That’s the big stick.  

 

But you know what?  

I, and most of my colleagues, we are done with looking the other way. 

With letting bullies do their thing and just saying, 

“oh, that’s just the way he is. Nothing we can do.”  

If you want to be one of us, you have to be one of us.  

If you want to be in the covenant, you have to abide by the covenant.  

 

Freedom without responsibility is oppression.  

Ethics without accountability is destructive.  

Covenant without boundaries is meaningless.  

 

This work has taken a fair bit of my time. 

 

And every single time that a colleague with a more marginalized identity –  

a colleague of color, a woman, a trans colleague,  

thanks me for levering my power amongst us for the sake of our healing, 

I want to convey that thanks to you, the members of this church. 

I do it for my colleagues, for our my faith, 

and for you:  

because of both the greatness and the harm that this church 

has experience over the decades, 

from colleagues who kept the rules, and those who did not, 

for those that loved you, and as a way to respond to those who hurt you, 

I do this for you. 

For our congregations, which I love, and for our ministry, which is my home, 

and for my colleagues, who are my family, 

I will see this through, 

and I want you to know how much it matters to me, 

and to so many of the people who do what I do, 

that you have released and encouraged me to do this for us.  

 

The world we wish to seek, the land of freedom,  

the land of justice, 

the land we seek, 

is build by our courageous choice, 

by our covenantal commitments, 

by the new prophetic voices, 

calling us to witness to healing, to hope, 

to repair, 

because there is more love, 

we’re not there yet, 

and we must keep on 

til we find it. 
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