October 6, 2019

394 Days to Go
Rev. Dr. Matthew Johnson
For the weeping may last through the night

but the work begins in the morning.  

Gird thyself, for the work begins in the morning. 

394 days to go. 

394 days until Nov. 2nd 2020, election day.  

Now, there is an election between now and then!  

If you live in Illinois, there is a primary election in March.

We’ll vote in primary races for president, county chairman, county board,

state’s attorney, state house, and so forth.  

So that’s important, and we’ll talk about that too.

But it’s 394 days until the general election, 

and since our theme for October is Democracy,

I thought I’d start right here:

with what is on so many of our minds and hearts,

with what occupies our nightmares and our imaginations,

and focus on this question:

what should we do between now and then?

how shall we keep our equilibrium between now and then?

how shall we keep breathing, breathe and push, between now and then?

how can we make a difference in what happens between now and then?

how can we, between now and then, take actions that will produce a better world

for all people, especially those most harmed by what has happened in the last three years,

and the last four centuries? 

how shall we live between now and then? 

Begin with this:

Choose something like a star. 

Robert Frost’s poem, set to music and sung by our choir:

So when at times the mob is swayed

To carry praise or blame too far,

We may choose something like a star

To stay our minds on and be staid.

Choose something like a star and be staid. 

Over the next 394 days, there will be ups and downs,

16 news cycles in 24 hours, 

the pace, the real controversies and the fake ones will rage, 

the facebook outrage clickbait post will go around, 

and some Russian-controlled twitter bot will push out divisive fake news every day. 

Those of you who support one primary candidate will be encouraged

to say awful things about some other primary candidate. 

And the clamor of “care about this issue” “this is the real issue” 

“you’re doing it wrong” will rise like a din from the deep. 

There will be polls. Some will show your candidate doing well, some not,

some will make you relax, and some will make you anxious,

but if you’re smart, you’ll take the rolling average and pay zero attention

to each individual survey.

But we’re not always smart, are we?  

Choose something like a star. 

In the midst of all these ups and downs and twists and turns,

choose the steady and constant light of a start of truth and love,

choose to focus on your core values and priorities, 

choose to be staid on what is most important to you and to the world. 

In the Odyssey, Odysseus, to prevent going off course and being tempted by the sirens,

ties himself to the mast, and stuffs the ears of his crew with wax so they will stay on course.

Sometimes we need to tie ourselves to the mast.  

What is that mast?  What is that star one which we should be stayed?

My suggestion to you is that it should be the spirit of revolutionary love.

I love Valarie Kaur’s description of the threefold love – to love others, 

to love opponents,

and to love yourself. All three are necessary.  

You need a sense of solidarity to love others – and, I think, 

it is vitally important that we focus that solidarity on those most harmed

by what is happening:

the migrant child at the shelter in Tijuana, 

the transgender solider, 

the rape victim in Missouri or Mississippi who might have to travel 400 miles

to get an abortion, 

the family farmer whose export market has disappeared, 

the single mom working a low-wage job with zero paid parental leave.

Some of you in this room are in some of those categories, I know. 

This solidarity of love: especially for those most affected. 

This ought be our star, our mast in the storm;

For too many in power, and for too many of the media who cover them,

politics is a sport, a game, and so a gameshow president is entertainment.

But for many, politics is life and death, the difference between pain and possibility,

the difference between a locked room and an open door. 

It matters for their lives, and so when you have revolutionary solidarity love

for others, you know what matters,

and the distractions should fall away.

Valarie Kaur also says love your opponents, and notice their wounds:

she says if that causes panic in your body, then loving yourself comes first.

But if we can love our opponents – and I’m thinking less of the vicious and manipulative leaders

of the racist and sexist regime we battle, 

and more of the followers, the hangers-on, 

who have felt unloved, unconnected, and unheard, 

to notice their wounds too:

hatred divides and love connects. 

A long conversation about what we love, instead of what we fear,

might produce some common bonds – 

maybe some changed votes, 

and maybe some changed behavior.  

It is what our universalism calls us to – to the radical expansive love 

that knows no borders. 

And she says to love yourself: to breathe and push, to find joy, to dance. 

The regime of fear wins when we give up on joy. 

We have to laugh, to love, to care for our bodies,

to cheer for our kids, to go to the concert, to eat each other’s cooking and say it was good,

to breathe and push, 

for something beautiful wants to be born,

and radical love for the self is a remedy for this world 

that says nobody matters.  

What we fight for is joy:

that everyone should have some, 

joy and freedom and love, 

so nurture these things:

we are singing for our lives, after all.

we are singing for our lives, so sing. 

So that’s 1. Choose something like a star. And let that star be revolutionary love. 

The second way to live for the next 394 days,

and to make a difference in what happens,

is to do what you’re good at. 

Do what you’re good at. 

Pick up the tools, gird yourself, for the work begins in the morning,

and we need you to do what you’re good at. 

Duck, oh duck.  Duck keeps getting burned out on this work so goes for the next office;

until he decides being president is no fun,

and he goes back to the farm.

I think we can all think of someone we’d like to decide that it’s no fun,

and he’d rather quit and go back home. 

Really, just quit.  

I considered titling this sermon “394 days to go?” with a question mark.  

Maybe the President will be impeached.

I mean, Thursday, live on TV, he violated 52 U.S.C. & 30121(a)(2), 

the federal law that makes it illegal to solicit anything of value

from a foreign national in connection with a US election.

Which is just one in a long series of crimes.

So maybe he’ll be impeached – probably, actually.  

I would not be surprised to the house vote to do so,

and start a trial in the senate. 

But, friends, in the highly, highly, highly

unlikely event that the president is convicted by the senate –

20 republican senators would have to vote to convict, after all – 

then we just get Pence. 

So no matter what, it’s 394 days to go.  

So, during that time, do what you’re good at. 

Pick up the tool that works best for you.  

What might that tool be? 

It could be that are good at writing letters to the paper. do that.

Do you like to talk to people? the go canvas voters, 

both in Illinois and in Wisconsin.  

I know I’ll be walking the streets of Beloit

next summer and fall and knocking on doors. 

You have money? Donate to your favorite national AND LOCAL candidates. 

Maybe, maybe, you yourself should run for office. 

Shake hands, go to parades, and do the thing:

and then bring your values of love, justice, freedom, and equity

into wherever that might be: city hall, the school board, 

the county building, you know, there are options. Let’s talk. 

Maybe what you’re good at is something else. 

Maybe it’s making art so that there is joy and prophecy in the world.

Maybe it’s caring for babies and teaching them to love.

Maybe it’s concrete acts of decency, that remind the world that decency is possible:

feeding the hungry, visiting the sick, being polite in public. 

If we want to build the world we dream of,

we need everyone to use their best skill 

for the sake of that world. Put your gifts in the field of play,

and be not afraid. 

Whatever you do well, do that. 

You know what you’re good at.  

Do relentlessly that, with the spirit of love.

Gird thyself and pick up your tool, 

for the work begins in the morning.  

That’s two: do what you’re good at. 

One is choose something like a star.

Two is do what you’re good at.

three is build a new way. 

Build a new way.

Prophesy, oh my people, prophesy one more time.

To be prophetic means to read the signs of the times,

and to imagine something new. Something bold.

Something better. 

Be not afraid. 

It is my most sincere conviction that only expansive hope

will save us.

Only imagining something new, and working for that new vision,

is worthy of this moment,

is worthy of the spirit of universal love.

Things are not a little broken.

They are a lot broken.

And they have been for a long time.

We need a deeper, wider, and more liberatory imagination 

of what is possible. 

Banish all doubt and fear,

be faithful to your mission, 

the light of a new sun,

let this be what you hope for

the battle that you choose

to build a social order

with justice at its core. 

Over the next 394 days, I want us to imagine a new way.

To imagine a social order

with justice at its core.

to be not afraid. 

Look, I believe firmly in harm reduction,

and when there is a binary choice, I will chose what reduces harm

for the vulnerable most of all.

And I will not let the perfect be the enemy of the good. 

But . . . fear does not sing. 

It growls, it stalks, but it does not sing. 

Let’s build a new way, a prophetic way 

for we are singing for our lives. 

In this new vision, justice really will roll down like waters,

and whoever you are, 

rich or poor,

of every race,

papers or no papers,

young or old,

urban or rural,

in this new vision,

everyone is treated with fairness, has a floor to rest on

and a chance to soar, 

equality under the law

and resources to life a life of dignity.

That’s my vision and I think it’s worth fighting for. 

I don’t want to turn back the clock,

I want to welcome a new age. 

I’m not interested in naivete, or false dreams,

but I don’t think this vision is naïve. It’s ambitious,

but we must be guided by hope.

Otherwise, what’s the point? 

A never ending tug of war,

a gameshow?  

Those are the three things:

choose something like a star,

do what you’re good at,

build a new way,

and they come down this:

this is not a game. 

this is not entertainment. 

this is not a joke.

For some of us, and for those we love,

the stakes are very high. 

They are life and death, 

dignity and despair. 

We must summon the spirit of revolutionary love,

and extend that spirit into the world;

birth the new order with justice at its core,

gird ourselves and pick up our tools

for the work begins in the morning. 

Now is the appointed time;

now is the moment we are called to.

Now is the time that our vision of universal love, 

practical action,

and justice for all

must be shouted from the rooftops and lived out in every moment;

now is the time to take a deep breathe

and push

and push

394 days is not a spirit, but it isn’t a marathon either.

the time grows closer, 

and now is the time we need to love ourselves and each other,

do what must be done,

and sing, and sing, and sing for our lives. 

Let us sing now. 

The work begins in the morning. 

October 20, 2019

Whose Voices Are Heard?
Rev. Dr. Matthew Johnson
Do you know who this is? (Picture of Al Gore)

How about this person? (Picture of James Hanson).  

No?  That’s James Hanson, now retired as the chief climate scientist at NASA.  

How about this person?  (Greta)

Good. 

How about her? 

That’s Autumn Peltier.  She’s 13, and a climate and clean water activist,

she lives in Northern Ontario, and is a member of the Wikwemikong First Nation.

She went, once, to a ceremony for her people, a ceremony honoring the river,

and there was a sign—don’t drink the water, it’s polluted. 

This began her activism. 

She started researching and speaking – 

and, as the parent of a 12-yo, I can testify that there are few things more powerful

than a pre-teen with a cause. 

She confronted Prime Minister Treadau about his water record, 

and her people made her water commissioner.  

She’s 13. 

She spoke at the UN, too.  

We don’t here as much about her, do we?  

Not as much as some of the others. 

How about her? (Isra Hirsi).  

She’s one of the leaders of the US Climate Strike. 

This is Isra Hirsi; a black Muslim woman from Minneapolis. 

She was raised in a very politically active household – her mother, 

first a state senator, is now a congresswoman, Ilhan Omar;

but she became increasingly radicalized about the climate crisis

after reading the most recent IPCC report, the one that said we have 11 years.

We have 11 years, before the crisis, already underway, 

already killing people, raising water, expanding desert,

before it cannot be slowed . . . 

Al Gore and James Hanson and lots of others sounded the alarm 

a long time ago. 

And people from the South Pacific, and the Amazon, and Sub-saharan Africa,

have been speaking out about the impact on their lives for a generation. 

A lot of us have been listening. 

We’ve pushed for more action, we’ve made changes in our own lives.

But the crisis is upon us, and it is time that all of us – those inclined to listen,

and those who would stop their ears and cover their eyes – 

all of us listen to these voices.  

You know what I like about Al Gore and James Hanson? 

They make space for these young women of color to lead.  

But I am struck at the way in which – 

1) too many white men of their generation don’t follow their example,

don’t make space,

continue to dominate the space and speak with the loudest voice. 

and 

2) the way we highlight some and ignore others. 

Isra and Autumn said they bear Greta no ill will,

and Greta travelled to Standing Rock, met with other teen leaders there, 

she herself understands that it must be a multiracial coalition, 

and that the power of her whiteness, her Nordic braids, her archetype,

gives her a moral authority – but that Isra and Autumn don’t get that power. 

This is example one of 10,598.  At least. Call it 7 billion. 

Whose voices are heard?  

Whose voices count?

Who is assumed to have something willing to be heard. 

Race.  Gender. Age. Ability. Class. Nationality.  Education. 

All these things matter, in determining who gets attention.  

I’m currently in the sweet spot of six of those identities – 

a white male, more or less middle age, temporarily able bodied,

American, well-educated.  Tall too. That counts. 

If I was richer, I’d hit all the marks, but even as it is,

voices like mine get heard all the time.

Look, you’re even listening to me now!  

What does it mean to listen to other voices?

What would it mean to listen HARDER to voices that have usually been silenced?

To pay more attention to those strands of music that have always been sounding,

but were drowned out so long? 

White liberalism is having a moment. An awakening. 

For a long time, the heroes of white liberalism were those who spoke up for the oppressed.

They were the abolitionist, the suffragist, the environmental scientist.

Those who used their power, their resources, their wisdom,

to try to make things better.

And they are worthy of celebrating! They did good things. 

And, there has always been a discordant note in this work,

because there was a kind of paternalism – I’ll speak for you, I know what’s best for you,

and the fundamental change, now being asked for, 

is not to speak for,

but to speak with,

and, sometimes, to make space 

for those so long unheard to be heard.  

Some of my colleagues in ministry, and lay people in Unitarian Universalism,

the pinnacle of liberalism, 

are taking this better than others. 

Some are so used to hearing the sound of their own voice

that they cannot bear to be silent.  

It’s painful.

On the other hand, most of us get it. 

We’re doing much better – and recognizing

that using our power, our status, if we have it,

to shift things – but not from our own mind of what is better,

but in accountable relationship with those whose experience is at the center

of what is happening – using our power is critical. 

So I don’t decide what police reform should look like,

I listen to DeRay McKesson and Brittany Packnett and other activists, and amplify their ideas.

I don’t decide what we should do about the climate crisis, 

I say, google Autumn Peltier and watch her speech. 

I don’t decide the best way to change the rape culture of our society,

I sit in a room with Jen Cacapaligia and Sierra Kellen and do what they ask. 

I don’t say, what do my colleagues with marginalized identites need?

I ask them what they need and do that. 

I don’t say, how should we deal with guns, 

I say, what does Emma Gonzales say we should do? Let’s do that. 

I don’t decide how to address the crisis at the boarder.

I listen to those, including some of you, who have sat and heard the stories – 

blessed by the mother, the pilgrimage of the sacred earth – 

and do what she needs. 

And I bring their ideas to you.  

And try to amplify without taking over.

I do not always get it right.

I have mixed feelings about this sermon itself, and whether it would be better

if I was quiet and just showed you videos.

In the end, I thought it would be best

if I gave you an overview and a context, 

used my authority, such as it is, to encourage you

to follow their lead,

but this only works

if you promise to go watch their videos,

find them out and follow them, 

will you promise to do that? 

Choose one issue, find the young women of color leading the movement,

and listen to them. 

Promise?  

This move from speaking for others to speaking with others,

from leading to following,

from placing those at the center of the issue at the center of the discussion of how to solve it,

is a big shift for liberalism,

it is the shift from liberalism to liberation.

Those words sound the same, but they are very different.  

Liberalism is interested in an open-minded search for the truth, 

using reason, science, and conversation to discover deeper wisdom and how to live. 

Those are good things, and I like them. They’re comfortable for me. 

They’re comfortable to some of you too. 

Liberation asks a different question: how do we all get free?

How do we get free from slavery, from oppression, from devastation and destruction. 

Liberation also asks this question:

who has power? who benefits from the way things are? 

And how should we address power if we want to get free? 

Paul Rasor argued in his book, written a decade or more ago, that 

liberalism needed liberation – without it, it risks just upholding power the way it is,

it risks not questioning whether the understanding of “reason” and “progress”

is hopelessly white, European, male, rich, and so forth.

Without liberation, the liberal mind isn’t as open as it thinks it is.  

The journey from liberalism to liberation + liberalism is illustrated perfectly 

in Malala Yousouzi’s story of the magic pen.

She begins with visions of progress, universal education, naïve hopes and wishes. 

Seeing the children in the dump makes her wonder: “why?” – the first question of liberation.

Surviving violence makes her see that it is about power –

who has it, and what they do with it. 

Liberalism will not suffice. 

Good intentions are not strong enough. 

You must be concerned with liberation.  

Not just “how do we make things better” but “how do we get free?”

And the way you move to liberation is to listen to the voices.

This was the insight of the liberation theologians in South America

in the 1960’s and 1970’s – 

that the residents of the Favela understood the global economy 

better than any CEO or academic. 

When they read the bible, the identified with the farmer, not the landowner, 

the were the laborer, not the paymaster. 

And the whole things shifts --- when you read the world from the margins,

the whole story shifts.

And when you are used to being in the center, 

well, now you are topsy-turvey.  

It’s true. 

But here is the good news:

that disequilibrium, that confusion, that unsettling of the order --  

that’s freedom, that’s possibility, that’s waking up from the slumber,

that’s the new dawn of a new way.  

Wake now my senses, reads the hymn, wake my compassion and my conscience – 

and sleep is good, but life is meant to be lived awake. 

Stir us to action, to justice – 

this is the life of meaning and purpose.

I tell you that combining liberation with my liberalism 

has deepened my faith, enlivened my life, and brought me deep joy. 

I invite you, if you are not already on that journey, to join it.  

Now, that’s liberation plus liberalism 101 – 

201 is a lot more complicated. 

I don’t have time for it here, but I want to acknowledge that

this is harder than I just made it sound. 

Sorry.  

Listen to the voices from the margins – 

but what do you do when those voices disagree? 

How do you decide which to follow?  

Follow the lead of people at the center of the issue – 

but those at the center of these issues are often under-resourced,

and don’t have the time, skill, money, or emotional band-width 

to be movement leaders.  

What do you do then? 

Sometimes the voices most on the edge of injustice are calling for revolution,

even violence,

and our faith teaches us that this kind of harm to others

is incompatible with our insistence on the dignity of all people.

Do you stop following those who make this call?

Do you try to correct them? 

Often, the voices calling for attention about climate change, poverty, racism, and sexism

line up together, and see the issues as intersectional, cross-coalition work.

But sometimes they don’t – sometimes your potential ally on climate change

is anti-immigrant, or your ally on GLBTQ inclusion is not with you on anti-racism,

or the folks you can sit down and work with on anti-poverty in the United States

come to blows when the issue of Israel and Palestine comes up. 

What do you do then?  

Is it my place to arbitrate those disputes? Doesn’t that reinforce the power dynamic I’m trying to shift?  

These are not easy questions. 

I struggle with them every day. 

And that, I think, is the point – 

not that there are answers to these questions.

I don’t think there are answers. 

Not clear ones.

You work it. 

You pray, and listen to the wisdom you receive.

You talk it out with other allies and accomplices.

In the right places, you raise your doubts and worries and see what others think about it. 

You try to summon lots of humility.

You learn from history. 

In short, you use the best of liberalism – not the worst, but the best – 

the open mind, the continuous discovery, the sense of wonder – 

and incremental improvement.  

You need both. 

Liberation and liberalism. 

One without the other will not get us free, and it will not do so safely.  

Together, that is another possibility, waiting.  

One more example. 

In May, 1919, a young man was born to a very musical family – 

he father, a professor of musicology, took the family around the United States

to study local music. 

They were well-to-do academics, living in New York City.

The young man enrolled at Harvard, and was living the liberal dream.

But he felt a tug to something else,

and he picked up his banjo, and started singing with union activists,

and anti-war activists. 

He got in a little deep, and soon found himself closer to the Stalinists than he wanted.

That was wasn’t liberation, either. 

But then he started singing with civil rights activists.

He had connections, popularity,

and so he brought integrated musical groups to the white house,

to Carnegie hall, 

nobody would give those groups a record contract,

you couldn’t have black and white folks singing together – not in the 1940’s, or 50’s. 

But the young man – now middle age – kept singing.

He remembered all those old songs, those people’s songs

he and his dad had heard,

and remembered a spiritual, a song created by enslaved Africans

to express their longing for liberation – their commitment, all shall be free, all shall be free,

and he taught it, he played it on his five strings,

and sang it, marching from Selma to Montgomery

and from the steps of the Lincoln memorial. 

He joined his local Unitarian Universalist Church, 

and married, as best he could – liberation and liberalism – 

the struggle against power for justice, yes,

and the commitment to human unity, peace, and solidarity. 

Liberation – yes. Joy – yes. Sing? – Yes.  

He inscribed on his bango, 

This machine surrounds hate and forces it to surrender. 

That young man, Pete Seeger, is one example of trying to listen to the voices,

and sound them back. 

Malala is another.

Autumn Peltier is another.

You can be another. 

More and more of us, hearing, connecting, learning, growing,

getting free, trying, listening, and when it is time, 

raising our voices

to sing together.

October 27, 2019

Those Who Go Before Us
Rev. Dr. Matthew Johnson
We’ve been singing 

This month of October, while we are thinking together about Democracy,

we’ve been singing

we’ve been singing Profetizia Mio Peublo – 

prophecy(i) my people,

proclaim the coming of justice,

denounce oppression,

announce the new society, 

a Spanish and Mexican folk hymn. 

We learned it, thanks to our Music Director, Tim,

and we got good at it. 

Not bad, anyway.

And our Latinx members have told me

how much it matters to them 

that we sing this,

how it lifts their spirits 

to sing for justice

in the language of their ancestors.  

Honoring ancestors is important. 

Ancestors give us strength, wisdom, courage.

Sometimes they tell us, unintentionally, what not to do;

that’s real too, isn’t it? 

Some of our ancestors barely survived,

the managed to hold on through genocide,

through slavery, through forced migration,

though assimilation, through loss of home and way of being – 

and so remembering them is important.

Remembering their songs is important. 

Remembering their strength is important. 

For our Latinx members and friends, 

especially for those who ancestors are from Mexico,

the dia de los meurtos celebration is particularly important:

a sacred and joyous time to be connected

to those who went before. 

I remember Martha Pulido Logemann speaking from this pulpit often

about how the dead to not frighten, 

but the ancestors bring comfort and strength – 

how her people play with death, and laugh with it. 

I’m thinking a lot about Martha this week; 

I know some of you are too. 

For our African-American members and friends,

I know that honoring the ancestors, singing the spirituals, 

is so important. 

That history, that connection, they are with us.

The dead are not under the earth.

They are in the rustling trees, they are in the flowing water. 

I got to be in a class with the composer of that song, 

Dr. Ysese Barnwell,

this summer,

and she talked about how these songs, these sounds,

are an act of keeping faith with those who went before,

how they remind you who you are and build community between us. 

For our Jewish members, 

it matters that we mark Yom Kippur and Rosh Hashanah, 

that we remember the stories of faith,

of survival and courage, of joy and family, 

it matters a lot. 

For our pagan members and friends, it matters

that we pause at the turning of the year,

this day, coming Thursday, halfway between the fall equinox 

and the winter solstice, the pagan new year,

Samhain,

when the veil between the world of the dead and the world of the living lifts,

the dead come to visit,

to bless us with memory and power and magic,

though one should be careful,

and be sure to leave them sweat treats so they are not angered.

It matters that we mark this day,

that we make space for our ancestors.  

It matters.

We’ve been singing this month,

this month of democracy, 

we’ve been singing.

Another thing we’ve been singing are the songs of Holly Near.

We sang “we are a gentle angry people” – 

a song she wrote on the bus on the way to the vigil

after Harvey Milk was murdered; 

she wrote, we are singing for our lives,

we are together, and we are singing for our lives.

Harvey Milk is an ancestor now, one of those powerful people

who made a way out of no way

and opened doors for those who came later. 

Last week, the choir sang “listen to the voices”

Listen to the voices of the young children,

listen to the voices of the old women,

listen to the voices calling for justice, singing for harmony with the earth,

listen to the voices crying out.  

Listen the ancestors.  

And this week, you heard the choir sing another song by Holly Near:

I am willing . . . 

To be hopeless would seem so strange

It dishonors those who go before us

To be hopeless would dishonor those who go before us.  

Those who go before us.  

We invoke them.  

Our ancestors who struggle for justice,

who responded to suffering with love,

who sang for their lives

who listened to the voices

who went where the action was

who honored the spirit and held fast when times were hard.

We invoke them here today.  

I invoke my predecessors in this pulpit:

Men like Augustus Conant, who preached against slavery,

and then enlisted in the union army, where he died 

serving his faith in humanity and equality. 

Men like Thomas Kerr, who spent 30 years preaching science,

acceptance of others, liberation from fear and hate, 

and the virtue of kindness. 

Like Charles Connolly, who helped found 

institutions of service and justice and learning,

who saw and worked for the spirit of god in every person,

every person.

Like Alan Deale, who, when the call went out

come to Selma and march

went.  

Who built this hall, and dedicated it to love, reason, and justice. 

I think of my own biological ancestors too,

women like E.J.J.K.M. 

who travelled across an ocean with three small children

longing for freedom and peace,

and worked for it in her new country, well into her 90’s. 

Those are some of my ancestors – spiritual, institutional, familial – 

and I invoke them.

Who do you invoke?

Who inspired you to long for freedom?

Who gave their all for democracy? 

Who passed the gift of love down through the generations? 

Who are the saints who blessed this world you wish to invoke?

You might be related to them, and you might not. 

We’re all related to each other, anyway – remember that. 

Who are your ancestors you wish to invoke in the struggle for justice

and the work of love?

I welcome you to name there here:

In the daily weave of our lives,

year by year

second by second

we remember them

and through this, we know immortality. 

…

Now autumn shudders, 

and yet the rose remembers

the dust from whence it came.  

Autumn comes. 

The leaves return to their natural color – 

did you know that?  

This is there real color, the sunlight activates chemicals that turn them green,

but red and yellow and purple is what they actually are. 

The temperature drops and the wind blows.

Winter is coming, as they say,

though not yet. 

The traditions of Samhain, All Souls, and dia de los meurtos 

have independent histories – they are not the same. 

But curious, isn’t it, that they have woven themselves into this time of year,

that there is something in us,

like the leaf that returns to its natural color,

and then returns to the earth,

there is something in us at this time of year

that remembers

from whence we came and whose we are.  

The rose remembers the dust from whence it came. 

The traditions of this time of year aren’t just about remembering.

They aren’t just about honor.

It’s about who we are.  

The western enlightenment myth says we are each sui generis,

that we are separate, unique individuals, 

born without any constraints or advantages,

that we functionally have no history,

and each responsible, on our own, for what we achieve or don’t.  

That we have no ancestors. 

But this is false. 

Psychology, biology, history, neuroscience, culture, all of it

teaches us that we are our past, we are, in our bones and our breath,

those who came before.  

Not in a determinative way, I’m not talking about fate

But we are shaped.   

We are shaped and we are shapers. 

We have ancestors.

And we have descendants.  

I’m not talking biology, folks. 

I’m talking about community, about legacy, about who we choose,

and who chooses us.  

I’m not related to the ministers who served this place before me,

and I would be shocked if any of those who serve after me

are biologically related to me.

But they shaped me, and I shape those to come. 

And you – you are shaped, and you shape.  

Some of the indigenous people of this continent 

speak often of thinking in seven generations – 

your great grandmother

your grandmother

your parent

you

your child

your grandchild

your great-grandchild. 

That’s seven.  

Maybe you know that many –

or you will, over the course of your life. 

The rose remembers,

and through this,

we touch immortality – 

and responsibility.  

When we think about things like democracy, and justice,

things like the climate we share,

the city we build, 

the church we are part of, 

the economy shape,

the wars we start and end, 

are we thinking seven generations out – 

about our ancestors and our descendants?

To be hopeless now would be to dishonor

those who go before us.  

Those who go before us – 

can be mean those who went before us – our ancestors – 

and, like a true mystical phrase – 

it can mean those who will go before us,

our descendants,

those who inherit the choices we make.  

Time extends in both directions.  

I love that Holly Near’s lyric is 

to be hopeless would be so strange

it would dishonor those who go before us.  

She honest about the state of things:

and the state of things is troubled.

There is suffering in my family

panic in my nation

hurt

suffering

war

children pulled from their parents

the world on fire and the seas rising

democracy under threat – 

and that is the hardest, right? 

We face these challenges, and the tools to address them – 

speaking up, voting, the rule of law

don’t seem to be working as well as they should.  

So when we say that our ancestors give us hope

we do not deny that we face challenges now,

we do not rest on the past,

but we are summoned by their efforts, by their spirit,

and the commitments to those yet to come,

to be hopeful. 

Not optimistic – not “oh it will all be fine” – not that.

Hopeful. 

Grounded in sympathy and solidarity and the fire for justice.

Because our ancestors faced hard days – slavery, crushing economic collapse,

world wide war, with millions dead,

genocide and famine. 

We honor them when we remember what they struggled for,

and when we rise to face the days that are given to us.

They are with us. 

They breathe with us.

They knock on doors with us.

They write letters with us.

They wail with us.

They dance with us. 

They dream with us.

We summon them, and they are with us.

The legacy of democracy, of justice, of faith, and love and hope,

is a fragile, ever living gift,

placed into our hands by those who went before us,

saying, we worked hard for this.

It isn’t finished.  It won’t be in your lifetime either. 

Your challenges are different than ours – not easier or harder, just different. 

But remember who you are.

For each child that’s born, a star is born and sings to the universe. 

Remember that you are our legacy,

and you will be someone else’s legacy.  

Time goes backward and forward,

memory and love weaves between us, crosses the sea of memory,

binds us together in the fabric of our lives. 

We are our ancestor’s dreaming, those saints

who built the world;

who believed in the future enough to be hopeful,

and to dig in, 

to make things better in their time,

to love, and lose, and love again,

to be firm, and to bend,

to learn, to try again, 

we are their dreaming, 

not bound by them, but shaped. 

And we too shall shape what is to come. 

Woven together.

Breathing together.

Blessed together.  

As the rose remembers whence it came

let us remember where we come from,

and to whom we are bound.

We give thanks for what serves well,

and we let go of what does not;

we claim our heritage, and create our legacy. 

We invoke the spirits of those who are with us still

in the rustling leaves and the blowing wind

and in our longing for a world 

ever made more fair and more just.

May we welcome the memories that give us hope,

and honor the legacies of service and love

we gather from all our ancestors – related to us, and not,

for we are all relatives, let us not forget 

we are all bound together on this great journey

through the sea of time

and the pages of history

turning again to the next page,

welcoming the new year

building, evermore, the new world. 
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