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Standing on the Side of Love
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Reading:

There are times in life when we have to take risks in order to live our values. Those moments often come by surprise and they are often crossroads that cause us to reevaluate our central purpose and the meaning of our lives. Moments when the question changes from, "If I do this, what will happen to me?" to "If I do not do this, what will happen to them."

And when people are being run over, swept under, knocked down and locked up for no other reason than being who God created them to be, well then, it's time to decide. Is it not the promise of human rights that all people should be free.[The Rev. Marlin Lavanhar. http://www.huffingtonpost.com/rev-marlin-lavanhar/a-journey-to-uganda_b_818101.html]

Sermon in two voices:

Sally:
In the spring of 2004, when Bill Sinkford answered the telephone in his office in Boston, a reporter’s question about same-sex marriage, invited a “them or us” answer, an “either/or answer:” either Unitarian Universalists stand on the side of same-sex couples, or they stand on the side of traditional marriage.  What Bill Sinkford did in that moment was to reframe the conversation, to broaden the context.  His words were powerful because they reached beyond legality to morality, beyond sexuality to humanity, beyond marriage to love.  “Unitarian Universalists stand … on the side of love.”  His words inspired a song, and that song has become something of an anthem for the marriage equality movement, and something of an anthem for the Unitarian Universalist movement.
The words, and the song, continue to inspire, and they continue to challenge us in the ways that Marlin Lavanhar has lifted up.  When we come to those times that demand of us a response, if we ask ourselves what it would mean, what it would look like, if we were standing on the side of love, then we are moved to reframe the conversation, to broaden the context.  Here are some stories…

Debra:
“Liberals are a pest like termites, millions of them… the only way we can rid ourselves of this evil is kill them in the streets, kill them where they gather.”

These are the written words of Jim David Adkisson, part of his manifesto, which was found by the police during the investigation into the July 27, 2008 shooting in Knoxville, TN.

There was a large crowd gathered at the Tennessee Valley Unitarian Universalist church that Sunday morning. They had all come for the children’s performance of the musical “Annie Jr.” There were over 100 children in the building. 

Jim David Adkisson’s life had not turned out well. In his words he was facing poverty.  He knew who to blame and he knew where to find them. He wrote that the Unitarian Universalist church “embraces every pervert that comes down the pike…” “It is a collection of sickos, weirdos and homos”.  It was a suicide mission. His aim was to kill as many liberals as he could before the police killed him. 

He entered the church carrying a shotgun concealed in a guitar case. Shots were fired. Greg McKendry was killed when he tried to shield the congregation from the blast. Linda Lee Kraeger was fatally wounded. Six other people were wounded before Adkisson was wrestled to the floor and disarmed. 

Adkisson did not die that day as planned. He will spend his life in prison. He was quoted as saying if he got out of prison he would do it again. 

Sally:

Imagine yourself there, in Knoxville, in that sanctuary, on that Sunday morning.  Gunshots in your church.  Fear, panic, chaos, shock.  Children crying.  Adults crying.  What would your first impulse be?  What would you be tempted to do?

I would hardly be surprised if your first thoughts were for retaliation: “Get him.”

I would hardly be surprised if your second thoughts were for safety: “Let’s close the doors, post guards, put in metal detectors, let’s keep hate out, let’s keep love in.”

What we know about the first response of the members of Tennessee Valley UU Church is that they “got him” without doing violence to Jim David Adkisson.  They wrestled him to the ground and held him there until the police could take him safely away.  They might have taken the law into their own hands; instead, they let the law take Adkisson into its hands.

We don’t know much about their second thoughts, because those thoughts were swept up in an outpouring of love and support.  The night after the shooting, a candle light service was held in the Second Presbyterian Church in Knoxville, right next door to Tennessee Valley UU.  The crowd – from neighboring churches, the synagogue, the temple, the mosque, civic groups, the Knoxville community – filled the seats, overflowed into the aisle, covered the floor around the altar, and spilled out the door into the rain.  The minister of Second Presbyterian opened the service with words of welcome: “You are safe and welcome here, where there are no denominations, just people of faith together sharing this tragedy.”  Tennessee Valley minister Chris Buice has written, “There was a feeling in the air that night, the presence of a love that is greater than all our differences.” [http://newsweek.washingtonpost.com/onfaith/guestvoices/2009/07/standing_on_the_side_of_love.html].  The children of Tennessee Valley UU closed the service by singing the song they had prepared for their Sunday morning performance of “Annie, Jr.”  “The sun’ll come out – tomorrow.  Bet your bottom dollar that tomorrow – there’ll be sun.”  The whole congregation joined them on the second chorus. [e-mail from Anna Olsen 7/29/2008].
Tennessee Valley Unitarian Universalist Church did not close its doors, could not retreat into siege mode or into isolation.  Instead they opened themselves, and their church, to the love that rose up all around them in response to hatred and violence.  They used their voices, their hands, the energy of their lives to work towards building and sustaining a community where children can feel safe, a church where everyone is welcome.  Five months later Chris Buice wrote a column about the experience in Newsweek titled “Everyone welcome – even now,” and he concluded that column with these words: “Members of my congregation have been hurt. But we have also been healed by the feeling that there is a love greater than our theological differences, a compassion that is not limited by the boundaries of any creed.  I firmly believe, now more than ever, that love is stronger than death. Love is more powerful than hate.” [http://www.newsweek.com/2009/01/09/everyone-welcome-even-now.html].
The events in Knoxville – the shooting, the outpouring of love in response, and the determination of Tennessee Valley UU to hold open their hearts, their hands, and their doors – these events inspired a response that reframed the conversation, that broadened the context.  When faced with hatred and fear and unimaginable violence, the members of Tennessee Valley UU and their neighbors in Knoxville showed us all what it means, what it looks like, to stand on the side of love.  And this response, in turn, inspired the leadership of the UUA to launch a campaign that they called Standing on the Side of Love, to harness love’s power to challenge exclusion, oppression and violence based on sexual orientation, gender identity, immigration status, race, religion, or any other identity. [http://www.standingonthesideoflove.org/about].  Conceived as a public advocacy campaign that reaches out beyond Unitarian Universalism to people of conscience wherever they live, and love, and worship, Standing on the Side of Love offers information, resources, press releases, organizing strategies, a forum for communication and a supportive network to inspire and to connect people as they work together in their communities to mobilize support for marginalized groups.

Debra:

On Friday April 23, 2010 Gov Jan Brewer of Arizona signed a tough new immigrant bill into law, while hundreds of protesters outside the capitol building shouted that the law would lead to civil rights abuses.  Supporters of the law say that it will take the handcuffs off the police when dealing with illegal immigrants in Arizona. The law makes the failure to carry immigration papers a crime. It gives police broad power to detain anyone suspected of being in the country illegally. It allows lawsuits against government agencies that hinder enforcement of immigration laws as well as making it illegal to hire immigrants for day labor or to knowingly transport them. 

Opponents have called it an open invitation for harassment and discrimination against Hispanics regardless of their citizenship status.

Francisco Loureiro, a pro-migrant activist who runs a migrant shelter in Nogales, Mexico, called the new law “racist” and said it would lead to more police abuse.  “Police in Arizona already treat migrants worse than animals,” he said. “There is already a hunt for migrants and now it will be open season under the cover of a law.”

Many in favor of less stringent laws say simply “The system is broken”

Sally:

Arizona’s immigration bill is known as SB (Senate Bill) 1070.  Its provisions took effect on July 22, 2010.  One week later, the following paragraphs were displayed on the UUA website:

“On July 29, 2010, Rev. Peter Morales, president of the Unitarian Universalist Association (UUA), Rev. Susan Frederick-Gray, minister of the Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Phoenix, and twenty-seven other Unitarian Universalist (UU) clergy and laypeople were arrested in downtown Phoenix, AZ, for acts of peaceful civil disobedience. The protest was part of the National Day of Non-Compliance against SB 1070 and was supported by the UUA's Standing on the Side of Love (SSL) campaign. More than 200 SSL supporters joined Puente and the National Day Laborer Organizing Network in the Phoenix protests. In addition, UU congregations across the nation hosted vigils and participated in rallies in their hometowns.

The Unitarian Universalists arrested were blocking a public building and practiced peaceful resistance. They were carried away by police, detained, processed, and jailed. … During the public witness actions, the UU protesters were easily identified by their yellow "Standing on the Side of Love" t-shirts, and many of them appeared in international television and print coverage of the demonstrations.” [http://www.uua.org/socialjustice/issues/immigration/reform/169764.shtml]

Immigration reform in the United States is an ongoing focus for Standing on the Side of Love.  One of two styles of wallet cards that SSL produces and distributes offers this talking point: “any system that breaks apart families is itself broken.”  The reference is to policies and practices of the Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) branch of the US Department of Homeland Security.  It is common for families to be broken apart as undocumented parents are deported and their children are left behind – in some cases, with no warning and with no adult present to care for them.  If you visit the Standing on the Side of Love website (the address is printed on the wallet card) you can watch video clips about deportation and about ICE, read press releases, editorials, sermons, newspaper and magazine articles, and personal stories about immigration laws and their enforcement.  With this information, you can judge for yourself whether or not the system is broken, whether or not Arizona’s SB 1070 is an appropriate fix, and whether or not there are actions that you find that you must take.  Perhaps you will find yourself asking, not "If I do this, what will happen to me?" but "If I do not do this, what will happen to them."

Debra:
In March 2009 three American evangelical Christians, whose teachings about “curing” homosexuals have been widely discredited in the United States, arrived in Uganda’s capital to give a series of talks.

The theme of the event, according to Stephen Langa, its Ugandan organizer, was “the gay agenda — that whole hidden and dark agenda” — and the threat homosexuals posed to Bible-based values and the traditional African family.

For three days, according to participants and audio recordings, thousands of Ugandans, including police officers, teachers and national politicians, listened raptly to the Americans, who were presented as experts on homosexuality. The visitors discussed how to make gay people straight, how gay men often sodomized teenage boys and how “the gay movement is an evil institution” whose goal is “to defeat the marriage-based society and replace it with a culture of sexual promiscuity.” [The New York Times Jan 3, 2010]

One Month after the conference, legislation was brought before the Ugandan parliament that would make life imprisonment the minimum punishment for anyone convicted of having gay sex. The maximum penalty would be death. The legislation also included provisions such as members of the community would be obliged to report homosexual activity to police or face 3yrs in prison, renting to a homosexual would be a crime and Ugandan’s breaking the law abroad would be subject to extradition requests. 

On February 14, 2010, at a conference called “Standing on the Side of Love” sponsored by the Unitarian Universalist church of Kampala, Uganda, the Rev. Marlin Lavanhar of All Souls UU church in Tulsa Okla. expressed fear about the churches future if the law passed saying, “ our religion will be outlawed and criminalized” “ This is also an issue of religious freedom. Our faith and religious theology affirm the rights of GLBT people” [UU world summer 2010]

The words “Hang them” are printed across a small yellow banner on the front page of a Ugandan newspaper in Oct 2010. A photo of David Kato, the African nation’s most out spoken human right activist, is also on the front page. The accompanying article contained the photos along with names and addresses of the “top” 100 homosexuals. In the days and weeks following the publication many homosexuals in Uganda are attacked and imprisoned, many more went into hiding. 


On Jan 26, 2011 David Kato was beaten to death with a hammer inside his home. The police say the murder was not motivated by his sexuality. 

The “kill the gays bill” is still being considered by the Ugandan parliament. 

“We believe that homophobia, not homosexuality, is the sin” is the talking point on the other wallet card that you can order from the Standing on the Side of Love website.

The wallet cards, with their talking points, are an invitation to a conversation with someone you know, someone you meet, someone whose perspective might be different than yours.  They are an invitation not to convert, not to condemn, not todemonize, but rather to reframe the conversation, to broaden the context, to ask yourself – and someone else – not who is right here, but rather what would it mean, what would it look like, if we – we – were standing on the side of love?  At the end of the service, Debra and I will have both styles of wallet cards available for you to take with you, if you want.  The wallet cards, the Standing on the Side of Love website, the Standing on the Side of Love campaign are an invitation to learn and to practice what Standing on the Side of Love is calling “courageous love” – love that reaches out to others; love that breaks the heart open and keeps it open; love that exemplifies the larger-than-just-Unitarian-Universalist values of inclusion, diversity, community, and equality; love that asks the question “Is it not the promise of life itself that our living should make a difference for good?”; love that has the courage to answer, in words and in deeds, “If I do not do this, what will happen to them?”
Does courageous love have power?  Does informed advocacy have power?  Consider the events in Egypt over the past three weeks and surely you will answer “yes.”

For now, let us take a moment of silence to hear the echoes of these words and the echoes of our own words, spoken and unspoken.  The bell will lead us into silence, and music will lead us out.

Bell

Silence

Music

May it be so.

