PAGE  
9

Civility

Unitarian Coastal Fellowship

June 20, 2010

©Rev. Sally B. White

Reading:
There are at least two ways of showing disrespect for others on account of what they think.  One is by telling them that their opinions are crazy, stupid, worthless, and the like.  The other is by assuming that what we think must be what they think also. [P. M Forni. Choosing Civility.]

Sermon

I don’t have a television set, and most of the time I am really glad.  Sometimes I miss the game shows and sit-coms and the fake news shows that make me laugh.  But I don’t miss the stereotyping that is the basis of so much sit-com humor, or the vein of snobbishness and judgmentalism (wink, wink, nod, nod) that is the life-blood of the Daily Show and the Colbert Report.  And I really don’t miss the “real” television news, which seems to thrive on dramatic and provocative presentation of information and opinion; which polarizes in the guise of simplifying issues; and which would, if I let it, bring right into my living room the very disrespect described in our opening reading.  The news sources that I do use – newspapers and radio – give me more than enough of the flavor of public discourse: finger-pointing, name-calling, blaming, character assassination and worse.  Remember the presidential campaign?  Remember the “debate” over health care reform?  And the current coverage of the oil leak in the Gulf of Mexico is no less bloodthirsty…

I don’t think I am alone in my distaste for the tone of the public …shall we say “conversation” (I use the word hopefully).  I subscribe to SojoMail, a weekly email-zine of spirituality, politics, and culture published by Sojourners ministries.  In the April 8 edition, editor Jim Wallis wrote,

“The political polarization of our society has now reached a new and dangerous level.  Honest disagreements over policy issues have turned into a growing vitriolic rage against political opponents, and even threats of violence against lawmakers are now being credibly reported.


… I recently had lunch with a friend, a political conservative with whom I both agree and disagree on various policy issues.  He expressed his real discouragement over how more and more Americans now get their news and information from only highly ideological and partisan media sources with whom they already agree, and who daily fuel the most passionate emotions of their loyal followers -- on both sides of the political aisle. [A Covenant for Civility - SojoMail 04.08.10]
Wallis, writing about incivility in public discourse, is joining his voice to a host of others who have, for a number of years now, been calling attention to the tone and the tenor of the interactions that we are involved in every day.

An example: M. Scott Peck is a psychiatrist perhaps best known for his book The Road Less Traveled: A New Psychology of Love, Traditional Values and Spiritual Growth.  In 1993 he published A World Waiting to be Born: Civility Rediscovered.  The jacket blurb on that book reads, in part, “We are a deeply ailing society.  Our illness is incivility, by which Dr. Peck means conduct far more serious than a want of politeness…Morally destructive patterns of self-absorption, callousness, manipulativeness, and materialism are so ingrained in our routine behavior that we often do not recognize them.  In multiple ways we engage in subtle forms of unconscious hurtfulness toward ourselves and others – ways that have come to be accepted as the norm in American society.

Another example: the reading that Barb shared is from a book called Choosing Civility: The Twenty-Five Rules of Considerate Conduct.  In 1997 the author of that book, Dr. P. M. Forni, co-founded the Civility Project at Johns Hopkins University; that project has been reconstituted as The Civility Initiative at Johns Hopkins, which Dr. Forni now directs.  On Dr. Forni’s Civility Web Site, here’s how he previews the book: “To live a long, healthy and serene life we need the crucial help of a network of caring people – we need social support. In order to gain and keep social support we need social skills. Choosing Civility re-discovers and expounds the essential skills that allow us to live well among others.” [http://krieger.jhu.edu/civility/choosingcivility.html]
Another example: Dr. Stephen Post, a professor of bioethics at Case Western Reserve University, is president of the Institute for Research on Unlimited Love (IRUL), and co-author of a 2007 book called Why Good Things Happen to Good People.  In the first chapter, he states his thesis: “You wish to be happy?  Loved?  Safe?  Secure?  You want to turn to others in tough times and count on them?  You want the warmth of true connection?  You’d like to walk into the world each day knowing that this is a place of benevolence and hope?  Then I have one answer: give.  Give daily, in small ways, and you will be happier.  Give and you will be healthier.  Give, and you will even live longer.” [Post and Neimark.  Why Good Things Happen to Good People. p. 2].
As I have been thinking and reading about civility in recent weeks and months, I have come to recognize in the writings of Dr. Post and Dr. Forni what I will call a “secular” approach to civility.  Their case for learning and practicing civility rests largely on arguments that a philosopher might call “utilitarian” or “pragmatic” – if you treat others with civility, then you will reap valuable benefits: happiness, health, longer life, living well among others.  This “secular” approach to civility appeals to the individual, and addresses ways in which the individual can act to bring more civility into his or her own world – and, by extension, like ripples in a pond, into the larger world.  Inserted in your order of service you will find Dr. Forni’s “twenty-five rules of considerate conduct” – a useful reference that you can use to bring you back to a focus on civility when anger, anxiety, fear, or other strong emotions would pull you off center and into reactivity.

In contrast to this “secular” approach to civility is what I would call a “sacred” approach, and by this I refer to a context and a mindset that is less individual and more communal, less pragmatic and more idealistic, more hopeful.  Scott Peck hints at the sacred context in A World Waiting to be Born.  A critical cornerstone for civility, Peck writes, is a consciousness that we individuals are not autonomous; no one of us is the center of the universe; we are connected in relationships, organizations, groups, systems, a ‘web of exchange’ – and I might add an interdependent web of all existence.  He reminds us that the word “religion” is derived from Latin roots that mean “to connect,” and it is in recognizing and nurturing our connections that we find healing, health, and wholeness.  In his words, “relatively and understandably rare though it may be, civility is the path of growth, the road to personal and collective salvation or healing.  Civility is hardly the only way to live, but it is the only way that is worthwhile.  [A World Waiting to be Born pp. 40, 45-47, 73; quote p. 54.]
Jim Wallis, editor of Sojourner magazine and SojoMail and an ordained minister, proposes an explicitly religious response to the rising tide of incivility:  “People of faith from all our religious traditions could help create much-needed safe, civil, and even sacred spaces for better public discourse at this critical moment in our nation’s history. [A Covenant for Civility - SojoMail 04.08.10].  He would ground this response in what he calls “a covenant for civility.”

The sacred approach echoes through our opening reading: “this house …offers a platform for the free voice, for declaring, both in times of security and danger, the full and undivided conflict of opinion.  It is a house of freedom, guarding the dignity and worth of every person.”  This sacred approach echoes through our opening hymn: “with laughter drown the raucous shout, and, though these sheltering walls are thin, may they be strong to keep hate out and hold love in.”  This is our ideal for our church; the utopia we want to participate in, the haven we yearn to find as we cross the threshold into religious community.

The hope is echoed in an article written by Howard E. Friend, Jr., for The Alban Institute, a resource for congregations and clergy of all faith groups.  He writes, “In a time when civility is in collapse, when public discourse is riddled with innuendo or outright assault, the church can model an alternative. Sometimes it does. Too often it does not.” [http://www.alban.org/conversation.aspx?id=9035&terms=civility]
Our hopes, dreams, ideals and aspirations for utopia notwithstanding, practicing civility is never easy.  If civility is the path of growth and healing, it is a difficult path.  Again quoting Scott Peck, “health is often a painful process.  Civility is never painless.  In fact, it is usually more painful to be civil than to be uncivil.” [p. 54].

Sometimes, we default to incivility as a defense – when we, ourselves, feel attacked or criticized, afraid or ashamed.  How tempting, then, to lash out at one who disagrees with us, to declare that their opinions are crazy, stupid, worthless; to assume that what we think must be what they think also.  In our own insecurity, or in our pain, we may never notice them recoiling in response, or shutting down and quietly exiting the conversation – perhaps without ever leaving the table, or even moving a muscle.  We may not notice, until it is much too late, that they have just gone away, without a word, and never come back.  We may never understand that somehow we, ourselves, may have struck out in anger without just cause; that our fears may have made us rigid and inaccessible; that our single voice might have made a difference, had we only spoken up.  

For a moment, here, I am going to ask you to trust this sacred space, this gathered community, and, within these sheltering walls, to take a risk.  If you have ever felt, within this religious community, that you have been treated with incivility – even inadvertently or unconsciously – would you please hold your hands up and out?  [some people did.]  It happens here.  Thank you for your courage, your honesty, your trust.

If you have ever felt, within this religious community, that you have treated someone with incivility – even inadvertently or unconsciously – would you please hold your hands up and out?  [some people did.]  It happens here.  Thank you for your courage, your honesty, your trust.

Now, here is the place where connection and community offer us real hope.  Because I believe that this community can become a place of civility.  And by that I mean a house of freedom and safety, a house of friendship and truth-seeking, a house of honesty and trust.  

And I believe that the courage to travel the difficult path to civility, and the strength to do the difficult and often painful work of civility, require the strength of community.  They require that, in community, we take the enormous risk of trusting – ourselves, and one another.  They require that, in community, we cultivate a practice of mutual accountability.  And most of all, they require that, in community, we accept that every one of us makes mistakes.  But mistakes are not the end of civility, but rather the beginning.  As we live and breathe, we make mistakes.  What matters is what we do AFTER we make a mistake.  And in a community that becomes a place of civility, in community we forgive ourselves and each other, and we begin again in love.

How do we do this?  In community we can figure it out.  I have some ideas, and I have some life experience, and I’ve done some reading, and next week I will tell you some of what I’ve been thinking and learning in a sermon that I will call “Covenant.”  You have some ideas, and you have some life experience, and I hope that you will bring those not only into next week’s service, but also into the ongoing conversation that is the religious life of this congregation, so that in community we can learn to for give ourselves and each other, and to begin again in love.  Before we move into silence, say it with me one more time…

For remaining silent when a single voice would have made a 

difference…*

For each time that our fears have made us rigid and inaccessible…*

For each time that we have struck out in anger without just cause…*

For each time that our greed has blinded us to the needs of others…*

For the selfishness that set us apart and alone…*

For falling short of the admonitions of the spirit…*

For losing sight of our unity…*

For those and for so many acts both evident and subtle which have fueled 

the illusion of separateness…*

*[We forgive ourselves and each other. We begin again in love.]
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Silence

Music

May it be so.

