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Now Luke is not even being subtle. 

The contrast between the father and the elder son is so stark.  

The elder son is bitter, he’s mad.

How can you give him this party – where’s my party!  

I have been here, doing the right thing, being good,

all these years.  

And, implied, how can you trust him?

What if you have given him this great party, and he leaves again?  

How can you have a generous interpretation of his actions?

How can you have a generous interpretation of his heart?  

These are not just characters in a story.

Luke is making an argument, because there are Christians, 

in his community, 

70 years after Jesus died, 

in this new church,

who say, if you convert, but then you stray, you sin, you worship idols and so on,

then you don’t get to come back. 

You don’t. 

But Luke says, yes, God welcomes you back. 

What was lost was found.  

Now, I want to say here

that this text, this story, is open to a dangerous misreading.  

A deadly misreading.  

The younger son went off to find his adventure, 

he failed, he came home, not demanding, but hoping for love. 

Let me tell you want the younger son did not do. 

He did not beat his wife, 

and then ask for forgiveness and to be let back in. 

He lost his own fortune, he did not steal from his father

over and over again. 

He did not emotionally or sexually abuse the employees at the farm, 

gaslight his family about his actions, 

or refuse to be held accountable.  

We will talk about forgiveness in March, but I want to make clear right here,

right now, 

this is a story of reunion and reconnection after a mistake that harmed only the son.

It is not a story of an abuser getting to abuse again.  

I make this clear because I was at a meeting for the Family Peace Center religious leaders team

this week, and we talked again about the importance

of clear theology on this issue:

and how bad theology, bad theology of cheap grace and fake repentance,

perpetuates cycles of abuse.

This is not that,

hear me clearly. 

There are folks you do not have to welcome back. 

God, the holy, might hold out hope for their repentance and transformation,

but it is NOT, it is NOT, your job to open the door and feast their return.  

That is not what we mean here. 

What we mean, instead, is the person who has wandered and returned.

It need not be geographical.

Maybe it’s a friend who lost touch, but then finally reached out. 

Maybe it’s a family member who missed a holiday, but you keep inviting. 

Maybe it’s a neighbor who had had a fight with, and don’t even remember why, but then start saying hello again . . . 

And maybe you’re not the dad, welcoming someone back. 

Maybe you’re not the son, righteous but bitter.

Maybe you’re the younger son.

Who wants to return. 

But is scared.  

Maybe that’s you.

What Luke’s stories of lost and found tell us

is that we should be generous with our love, with our openness. 

And we should be generous with our hope.

Because his message isn’t for the father or the older son.

It isn’t.

It’s for the younger son. 

That’s who he is writing for.

He’s not writing for the 99 sheep who never got lost.

He’s not writing for the nine coins that stayed where they belonged.

He’s writing for the younger son,

and saying,

come home.

Come home. 

You are not cast aside.  

Sure, the father is generous, he throws a party.

But the real generosity is actually the younger son:

to believe that his father’s love will be large enough

for him to come home. 

The contrast Luke is drawing isn’t between the father and the older son,

it’s between the two sons:

the older, who thinks that only those who are always good get welcomed

and the younger, who has enough faith to hope

that he will get at least a bed and a chance to work.  

The generosity of the father in this story is offered to all; 

it is the contrast between the scarcity of the older son:

the scarcity of love, there isn’t enough, 

verses

the generosity of love, the belief in each other, 

the hope for an open heart.

The message is this:

have an open heart.

Come home.

Instead of believing the worst of people,

have hope.  

It is, of course, foolish.

Radical love, hope, faith, generosity, is deeply foolish. 

Be foolish. 

Open your heart to what might be.

Have a generous interpretation of each other.

Adrianne Simcox, in fact, does have a horse – 

the most beautiful horse you have ever imagined;

and it is a generous interpretation – both for the narrator,

who finally puts down her cynicism,

and for Adrianne, who believes he can keep telling his truth,

despite her doubt,

it is the generous interpretation of both of them 

that allows a friendship to bloom

and hearts to move.

Choose to believe the best in someone else. 

Don’t give up. 

Don’t give up on them, and don’t give up on yourself. 

Don’t give up on yourself. 

This is what I want to say. 

We all want to think we’re the shepherd, looking for the lost sheep.

Nope. 

We’re the lost sheep. 

We think we’re the woman looking for her coin.

We’re the coin. 

We think we’re the dad, or maybe, the brother.

No.

We’re the returning son. 

Having a generous interpretation of others

begins with having a generous interpretation of yourself.

Of remembering that you are worthy of being found. 

You matter enough to look for. 

You count. 

We miss you when you’re not at the table. 

I know, I know, sometimes society says that you don’t matter that much,

one more brick in the wall. 

I know, I know, there have been people in your life

who have told you that don’t count,

that you’re not enough for them, or you’re too much for them.

I know that’s all true. 

But that’s not the whole story. 

There’s more.

To the holy, the sacred, you count. 

We’re all connected to each other, woven threads of living stardust,

and you matter.

You can be an instrument of love,

you can be the friend who gathers round, 

you can be the wanderer, worshiper, 

part of the caravan. 

There’s more.

Don’t say, don’t say, 

there is no water. 

The fountain has plenty of water. 

You must get your fill. 

There is enough.  

It begins with hope. 

Not expectation.

But hope that hearts will be open. 

And not every time, but more than you might expect,

they will be. 

And it begins with the hope

that the heart of love is large enough for you,

that the fountain of love flows for you, too – 

not just you! everyone! but for you too, 

and it does.

Friends, it does.  

I don’t know how to convince you that it does,

you just have to believe me, 

or if you don’t believe, me, just pretend.

Fake it to you make it, that’s okay.  

Be generous with your hope. 

Believe in the generosity of the universe,

in the goodness of your own heart,

and the hearts of others,

act like it’s true,

and who knows. 

I believe

that if you are feeling lost

and you stay generous with yourself and others 

that you will be

by the grace of mercy and welcome,

the generosity of the flowing water,

the open heart of love,

even though you feel lost,

you will be

in ways that may surprise you

found.  

This is my prayer

for you

for me

and for all people everywhere

that the generosity of the spirit

will be felt in every heart

in every land.

May it be so. 

Amen. 

                       Rich Man, Poor Man, Beggar Man, Thief
February 9. 2020

Rev. Dr. Matthew Johnson
If they did not listen to Moses and the prophets, neither will they be convinced 

even if someone rises from the dead.  

Wowzers.  

Right?

You get it: 

Luke wrote this some six or so decades after Jesus died,

and his followers believed he in fact did rise from the dead. 

And some of the Christians are saying, look, Christianity must be true,

Jesus rose from the dead! 

But Luke says, nope, that doesn’t matter. 

The truth of Jesus’ teaching has nothing to do with miracles:

believe it because it is true, not because he rose from the dead.

Did they teach you that verse in Sunday School?  

Here’s my reading of the end of this story: 

I’ve just told you that the rich man goes to hell,

the poor man is fed the water of heaven,

the beggar man is satiated,

and the thief is rewarded – as long as he steals from the rich and gives it away. 

But if you, dear reader, implies Luke, if you are generous 

because you want to be rewarded in heaven, 

or to gather acclaim in this world,

then . . . nope.  

Luke isn’t making this story up from nowhere, by the way,

it is based on an old Egyptian folktale, 

it is a common story: a common reminder. 

Wealth doesn’t make you a good person.

And poverty doesn’t make you a bad person. 

Part of Jesus’ teaching is about the inward life:

the kingdom of heaven is in you,

and that it matters what is in your heart:

you sin not just if you harm another but if you wish to.  

I don’t know about that, by the way,

I think sometimes we think things we would not do,

and it is ethical wisdom to restrain our worst impulses,

and thinking something and doing something are different. 

But the point is that you should be generous for the right reasons:

because of your recognition of common humanity,

because you see another suffer and love them and wish them a full belly, 

because you have placed the love of justice and mercy at the center of your heart,

and thus have no room for the love of money, power, or fame.  

If you have gotten rich through honest means – 

through hard work, fair practice, and a whole lot of luck – 

then, fine, use that in service to goodness, justice, and mercy. 

But do not think it makes you better, or more holy – 

in fact, that wealth, if you are not very careful,

will open a great chasm between you and true happiness.  

This is the authentic message of Jesus. 

It is mostly individual, but it is also social:

like all Jewish prophets, Jesus is deeply concerned with social injustice too:

how society treats the most vulnerable:

Jewish prophets refer to these as widows, orphans, and refugees – 

how society treats them indicates whether or not society is just,

is aligned with the holy;

and both the Roman empire, which Judea is part of,

and the ruling class of Judea,

have created a society in which the poor, the vulnerable, the lonely

suffer greatly.  

Thus they are separated from the holy and must repent. 

Forswear your foolish ways, and repent.  

So how are we doing? 

Not so great. 
When refugee children are housed in changes, 

we’re not doing so great.

And that’s just one part of it. 

If you’re poor, a single unexpected bill will devastate you. 

In Illinois, our system to support children that the state is responsible for is a total disaster, underfunded for decades, 

and no sense of urgency to fix it.

Nationwide, extreme pockets of generational poverty persist, 

and everything from roads to schools to medical care to jobs

is worse – or non-existent – in places where few people have money.  

The great chasm is wide open. [slide]

Economic inequality is at its highest point since the great depression, 

that’s this chart – and going up. 

The market is up, and some are doing great. 

But wage increases for folks in the lower part of the income spectrum

are eaten up by increasing housing costs, childcare, medical and college costs. 

The great chasm is wide open: 

and not just one side. 

The median wealthy household gives away about 3.4 percent of their income.  

Some give away a lot more, some a lot less - -the average is about three times that, 

which tells you a small number of wealthy folks are giving away a lot,

and many are giving away a little.  

The three biggest factors in whether or not a household is generous are this:

First, are they married.  Married people give away a lot more. 

The guess is that they encourage each other, 

plus they generally are more financially stable.

Second, they are religious.  But: 

note this:

religious people don’t just give more to religious institutions. 

religious people are much more likely to give to secular institutions 

than people who never go to church. 

and third, and this is where I want to focus: 

third is that they live in more economically diverse areas.

Here’s a paragraph from Philanthropy Roundtable:

Interestingly, when rich people live in separate enclaves they are not as generous as when they live interspersed in normal communities. The “How America Gives” study showed that when households earning $200,000 a year make up more than 40 percent of the residents of a particular ZIP code, they give just 2.8 percent of their discretionary income to charity. If they live in more mixed neighborhoods and towns, though, they give an average of closer to 5 percent.

Did you catch that?

Rich folks who live in mixed-income ZIP codes give TWICE as much, on average, to charity, as rich folks who don’t.  Twice as much.  

The great chasm indeed.  

There is no ZIP code in Rockford that would qualify, by the way, so I assume any and all of you whom have wealth are twice as generous than those stingy hoarders in suburban San Francisco and Boston . . . 

People in Boston were so mad when that study came out, and showed them among the least charitable, that they produced their own numbers, which accounted for the cost of housing and other things.  That, friends, is what we call “missing the point.”  

And what is the point? 

Many individuals do give generously.  They are more likely to do so when,

because of their circles of connection, 

their faith,

their neighborhood, 

their friendships,

they are embedded into their communities, 

when there are bridges between us.  

This isn’t just true for rich folks – folks with less money also give more generously

when they are connected to their neighbors and to communities of faith and service.

Seen in this way, the decline in generosity is a symptom

of our societies greatest challenge: the epidemic of loneliness.  

When a great chasm separates us from others, 

and when the idolatry of individualism 

convinces us that we are all that is necessary, and fully sufficient,

to our own happiness, 

then generosity falls away. 

And what is true for some people

has become true for society as a whole. 

The false idol of the prosperity gospel, 

the myth of self-reliance, 

the cult of masculinity and toxicity of whiteness,

all brewed together in a foul mix of militarism and ego,

has warped our sense of responsibility to each other. 

Everything has to be means-tested, indexed, 

with work required and poverty shamed. 

We think if you’re not a hard-working productive worker,

you don’t matter. 

But everybody matters. And all people deserve to live with dignity. 

The fountain flows for everyone. 

This system is unbiblical. It is unjust. It is inhumane. 

It produces stress and anxiety, instead of cooperation and joy. 

We run the rat race, but the cheese is poisoned. 

A society that was generous, expansive, and connected

would look out for those most vulnerable:

it would subsidize child care so families could afford to be families.

it would make sure folks had the health care they needed.

it would feed the hungry, clothe the naked, and house the homeless.

it would be place where if you fell down, you would not fall away. 

The fountain would flow for everyone. 

We have been sold a bill of goods:

god forbid that you be the poor man, or the beggar man:

don’t let that be your fate!

No, strive to be the rich man.  

Be the rich man . . . 

But no. 

We are to be the thief.  

The manager is given oversight over the wealth, 

and finally he realized that, with dishonest wealth, 

you just have to give it away. 

Be the little girl, taking twice as much rice each day,

until ALL the people eat their fill. 

The manager has a ledger and a pen, that’s his tool

to chip away at the system of exploitation and greed

which is ruining our lives. 

You, what are your tools? 

You have cash? OK. You know what to do. 

You have a vote?  Cast it. 

You have a voice? Raise it. 

You have a song? Sing it.

You have a bell? Is it a bell of freedom?  Ring it. 

You have a hammer?  A hammer of justice, you say?  

Ah, excellent.  

Let us use it, and use all of our gifts, whatever they are,

to build a life and a world, 

where we are extravagantly generous,

full of love, hope, and grace,

all over this world, 

all over this world.

The Case for Reparations
February 23, 2020

Rev. Dr. Matthew Johnson
Worlds apart . . . 

we see the same sun rise and fall,

the same river flow by,

but yet, our worlds apart. 

The musical this song is drawn from, Big River,

tells the story of Huck Finn and Jim,

Mark Twain’s fictional account of the voyage of Huck,

a 13-yo boy, struggling with being told that slavery was right,

but seeing the humanity of Jim, 

Jim who is feeling the torture, the violence, and the terror

of enslavement. 

Huck is naïve and unaware; he begins to understand,

but doesn’t get there;

indeed, Twain himself doesn’t quite get there.

But they get far enough to realize that they are worlds apart,

that though both are human and share the world together,

their experiences,

and how others perceive them,

means that they move in this world in fundamentally different ways.  

And when Huck recognizes this, his own story about his own life

begins to shift . . . 

100 years after Huck Finn was written,

and 160 years after the civil war ended the enslavement of African-Americans

by law, if not in fact, 

a lot of folks are, it seems, still worlds apart.  

Here’s an example. 

This is from a survey of Americans about whether the government 

should pay cash reparations to the descendants of enslaved Africans. 

Worlds apart. 
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If I were to be asked this question five or so years ago,

I would have been in the 16% -- yes, we should – 

but I hadn’t thought about it that seriously.  

I didn’t think it was likely, and I was working on things like educating other white folks about race,

and working on ongoing – not historic, ongoing – racial discrimination in education and other areas. 

Though I would have answered “should” I wouldn’t have made it a priority. 

That changed when I read TNC. 

For twenty years, I have been reading and attending deeply

to questions of racial justice. 

My commitment to Unitarian Universalist principals,

and the conversations of my colleagues and engagement through my seminary,

and professional association, has led to me taking this seriously for a long time. 

I consider myself pretty well informed on the true history of this country, 

and the real facts. 

And yet, when I read TNC’s The Case for Reparations a few years ago, 

I was surprised again

by the recency of the theft of black wealth by white power.

If you’ve read the essay – and it’s free to read online at the Atlantic website, 

so you all should – 

you know it doesn’t focus on slavery,

but on the theft of black property wealth post second world war, 

in Chicago and other northern cities. 

Those whose homes were literally stolen are still alive . . . 

And yes, this happened right here in Rockford. 

When black families built up wealth, 

banks would suddenly call in the loan, 

real estate agents would refuse to show them homes, 

and neighborhoods they moved into would be abandoned by the city,

expect for the police, who would arbitrarily and aggressively patrol the “occupied zone.”

That was in this town.

In the living memory of people alive. 

Documented, with first person narratives, bank and real estate records, 

articles in the Morning Star.  

TNC’s argument is not that cash payments solve this.

They don’t end the ongoing discrimination, 

the combination of disinvestment and gentrification happening across this country;

they don’t fix the way that black families were left out of the post-war boom and wealth creation, 

or the way they were targeted in 2008 by mortgage companies;

and they surely do not repair the intergenerational trauma of slavery, 

a campaign of absolute terror, family separation, and torture. 

Cash payments don’t fix that. 

Though, as he would say, the money wouldn’t hurt. 

No, it is the national conversation, the accountability, 

the truth in history-telling, that could . . that could . . . lead to some healing.

To some justice. 

a national reckoning that would lead to spiritual renewal, he says.

What we know is that this will be the most difficult work we can imagine. 

People’s reactivity to this topic is super high.

Witness the reaction to the 1619 project, 

which told the story of American from the point of view of 

enslaved Africans and their descendants, 

“how dare you”

“don’t talk about our family history like that” – 

“you must be mistaken about what you experienced.” 

This is a conversation that produces reactivity. 

You may yourself be feeling nervous about this,

because the concept of reparations involves the question of guilt,

and guilt is not something we do well. 

Guilt means we’re bad, we think, and shameful,

and no one likes to feel that way.

Liberal middle class white folks especially don’t like to feel that way.

Not everyone in this room is a liberal middle class white person,

but some of you are, and this is not a conversation that we are trained to handle. 

It’s a conversation that makes folks nervous no matter their race, 

actually, because race is hard thing to talk about,

and some of us would rather not – for our own safety, for folks of color, 

talking about race is hard. 

So I’m going to put my white privilege to work, and I’m going to talk about it – 

because it’s easier for me, in this skin, to risk this conversation. 

And if you agree with me about this, or I convince you, 

and you have the capacity to spread the word in the world,

I hope you will. 

Because if we want the spiritual renewal that comes with honesty,

and if we value justice and healing,

then this is a place, I am increasingly convinced, we must go. 

Without talking about reparations, we cannot get real about 

where we have been, and where we must go.  

So, let’s start with some facts.  

Ready?

How much is owed? 

There are lots of calculations. 

If you take the value of the slave trade in 1800 – 

and there are receipts, all this was documented, the purchases

of human beings recorded in ledgers, insured against loss, 

and you apply 6% compounding interest, 

it comes close to 17 trillion dollars, more or less. 

If you take the average wage for laboring work, 

the hours worked by enslaved Africans without compensation,

and inflation-adjust those numbers, you get 5.9 trillion dollars. 

That, by the way, over 10 years, is less than the 10-year cost

of the U.S. Military, to put things in perspective. 

It’s about twice the cost, over 10 years, of the most recent tax cut. 

It’s equal to the wealth of about 96 Mike Bloomberg’s.  

Large, but not unthinkable. 

It comes to about 160,000 for each black household in the United States,

more or less.

159,000, actually.  

Here’s an interesting fact. 

The wealth gap between the average black household and white household

in the united states?

143,000.  

I’m just saying.  

Now, the next question you might ask is 

‘who pays”?  

This comes up a lot. 

And you might say, 

as people do, 

my ancestors didn’t own slaves, 

why should I pay.

That guilt, that worry about shame, 

just comes right through, doesn’t it.

This is a spiritual question – 

a question about collective responsibility,

and inheritance and wealth and whether we are autonomous individuals

or if we are bound together 

in an inescapable network of destiny – 

maybe you heard that phrase before. 

Who pays? The Federal Government of the United States. 

Everyone, through their taxes, pitches in.

Why? Because it is the country as whole that did this thing,

that wrote it into its constitution, that grew rich because of the stolen labor,

it is the federal government which, from 1776 to 1861, 

permitted the theft and abuse of its own citizens.  

And if we are part of this country – if we want to claim the benefits of it,

if we are part its story, its future and its present,

if we move on its land, vote in its elections, learn at its schools,

live in its borders, and cheer on its teams, 

then we all owe . . . everyone, together.

Here’s an analogy. 

Downtown Rockford is going to get a beautiful new library. 

ComEd is paying for it. 

Why is ComEd paying for it?

Because they bought a company that bought a company 

that ran a factory on that land, which polluted that soil,

and even though it wasn’t ComEd that did that, per se, 

they got the advantage of the wealth of the companies they bought,

so they’re responsible to clean up the land. 

It’s their job, so they paid for the old library to come down,

to clean the soil,

and they’ll pay for the new building. 

Except of course, ComEd won’t pay for it, 

because they don’t actually exist, not really. 

It’s just ones and zeros in a computer – 

it’s customers, who buy electricity, who pay the bills,

and so it’s customers who will pay to clean it up.  

Which is, unless you’ve gone off the grid, almost all of us. 

Nonetheless, the company must pay, and so a tiny portion of our bills

will go for this – 

and for similar clean-ups all over the country.  

This is how collective responsibility works. 

We all benefit from heat and lights, 

so we all pay to clean up the mess. 

It’s an imperfect analogy in many ways,

but what I hope it helps make clear

is that you don’t have to be guilty to be responsible.  

I did not spill fuel oil and tanning chemicals into that land,

I am not guilty.

But I – not alone, but with others – am responsible.  

And it is collective, not individual. 
In this pulpit, I’ve preached against individualism many times – 

the notion that we are self-sufficient,

enough unto ourselves,

is wrong – it is wrong emotionally, neuro-biologically, spiritually, 

and when it comes to justice and healing, too.  

Whether we are talking about climate change, peace, or anti-racism,

of course there is individual responsibility – there is a need 

for each of us, in own lives, to take action, educate ourselves, and do right.

But if we make ANY of these things ONLY about individual action,

we let society as a whole off the hook,

and reinforce the very dynamic of false individualism 

which is literally killing us.  

So it’s the federal government that should pay 5.9 trillion dollars –

pay it over 10 years,

and pay for it through a wealth tax, or a financial transaction tax,

it’s not like the value of the slave trade didn’t get 

passed around on wall street, anyway, 

but the third and most important question is this:

why?

Why should the government of the United States

compensate the descendants of those whose lives, children, labor, and freedom 

was stolen to build the wealth of the United States?

If that question doesn’t answer itself,

then I think we must turn again to the spiritual question:

the insight of Deuteronomy – and many of the world’s spiritual traditions, 

that you do not send out without resources,

the notion of a jubilee is related her, 

that debts be forgiven, and a new start be made.

A debt is owed. 

The country owes a debt it has not paid. 

And a new beginning, the spiritual renewal longed for,

cannot begin until the debt is paid. 

Paying the debt is not sufficient, 

and truthfully, if I were to give the counter-case,

it would be this:

that thinking the country can pay off the debt only with money

would be too easy an out.

It is not sufficient. 

What needs to go with it is the reckoning,

the emotional conversation, the grappling with the truth:

that we have been worlds apart, 

and without learning the truth history,

without grasping the larger truth,

without crossing the river, 

no amount of cash is enough. 

But, given the reality of how things are,

we don’t get to the cash, to paying the debt,

without the emotional conversation,

without the spiritual renewal;

that’s the only way to get there,

and that is the spiritual work:

the work of moving from guilt to responsibility

from denial to truth

from scarcity to generosity

from fear to hope

from history to the future.  

The land to which we are bound 

can be a land where everyone . . . everyone . . . 

can live in freedom and people and joy.

It can be . . . but getting real about what has been,

being honest about it,

that will be necessary so that we can all

go to that land.

The spiritual renewal our country needs, 

desperately needs,

happens when we engage the spiritual conversation:

about human dignity, responsibility, and what we owe to one another

as part of one people,

finally building the land of our dreams . . . 

reparations is a necessary but insufficient condition 

of the larger journey

toward repair, honesty, justice,

and the beauty of a world that is not apart,

but one world

for all people. 

May it be so,

may we make it so,
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