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Reading:

…if we are faithful, the great truths of morality and religion, the deep sentiment of love to man and love to God, are perceived intuitively, and by instinct, as it were, though our theology be imperfect and miserable.  [Theodore Parker. 1841. “The Transient and the Permanent in Christianity.”]

Sermon:

When he was not-quite-four years old, Theodore Parker learned to listen for – and to listen to – the voice of his conscience, and to call it the Voice of God.  By the time he was not-quite thirty-one he had become a Unitarian minister, and this lesson was the soul of his ministry.  In a very real sense, he poured out his life trying to teach others to listen for that voice and to obey it.

The path that his conscience led him to follow was not an easy one.  He has been called “the conscience of America,” and at times, with good reason, he believed himself to be “the best-hated man in America.”  [Henry Steele Commanger. 1982. Theodore Parker. p. 115].  Henry Steele Commanger, twentieth century biographer, writes, “[Parker’s] headstone in the Protestant cemetery in Florence [Italy] calls him ‘The Great American Preacher.’” [Henry Steele Commanger. 1982. Theodore Parker. p. vii].  Parker’s legacy includes powerful words that echo still – and it’s fun to trace their path into the highest levels of American political discourse.  And he left a legacy of actions that some still shrink from or condemn as divisive and confrontational [http://www25-temp.uua.org/uuhs/duub/articles/theodoreparker.html], but which raise ethical, religious, and political questions that are as relevant today as they ever were in Parker’s lifetime.  Reading about Theodore Parker over the past several weeks in preparation for this sermon, I have come to see him as a man whose life embodied an unswerving love for the possibilities and potential of America, and a fierce independence of thought and spirit and religion.  Seems to me he’s an eminently fitting subject for our contemplation on this 235th anniversary of American independence.

Parker’s story of the turtle and the voice of God credits his mother’s words for helping him to understand about that voice that sometimes tells us what we must do, and sometimes tells us what we must not.  But he also learned from the example of his grandfather – an example kept alive and passed down in the Parker family and in the town of Lexington, Massachusetts.  Theodore was born in Lexington in 1810 and he grew up there on the family farm, where his grandfather had lived and had died in 1775.  Today there is a bronze statue on the green in Lexington that represents Captain John Parker, farmer, mechanic, soldier – and commander of the Minutemen who engaged the British soldiers in the first armed skirmish of what would become the War of the American Revolution.  It was Captain Parker who is supposed to have said, “If they mean to have a war, let it begin here.”  It was Captain Parker’s rifle that hung in Theodore’s study, along with a British musket he had captured on that day, and the religious lesson that Parker said he learned from that captured musket was, “rebellion to tyrants is obedience to God.” [Henry Steele Commanger. 1982. Theodore Parker. p. 210]
The first “tyranny” that Theodore Parker rebelled against was the tyranny of church doctrine.  Even before he enrolled at Harvard Divinity School, he had become a Unitarian, which in those days meant a liberal Christian.  Unitarians encouraged thinking and questioning and the use of the mind to probe and examine religious beliefs and teaching.  God and Jesus and the Bible – both Old and New Testaments – were analyzed and discussed but never dismissed; the question was always “How do we understand these foundational aspects of our religion?” and never “Do we accept them or not?”  And Unitarians, already viewed with suspicion by orthodox Christians in Boston, tried to be careful not to alienate their theological neighbors.  Until 1838, when Ralph Waldo Emerson blew the lid off the conversation in his “Address Delivered before the Senior Class at the Harvard Divinity School.”  Emerson said that every human being has within themselves the capacity to experience divinity directly, that divinity is all around us – in the sky, in the hills, in the stars.  The religious sentiment is an intuition, and the church, with its doctrines and dogmas, drains the life out of religion.  Emerson was preaching Transcendentalism, an appeal to a higher religious truth than any one person, or any one denomination, can fully encompass; a truth that each person can touch through the intuition of the soul (which Emerson called “reason,”) but which cannot be fully known through the use of the mind, the senses, the power of deduction, or second-hand learning (which Emerson called “understanding.”).  And Parker was right there with him.

Three years later, in 1841, Parker himself delivered a sermon at the ordination of a young minister in South Boston.  His title was “The Transient and Permanent in Christianity,” and his thesis is summarized in the reading that preceded this sermon: “if we are faithful, the great truths of morality and religion, the deep sentiment of love to man and love to God, are perceived intuitively, and by instinct, as it were, though our theology be imperfect and miserable.”  Religion (think of it as “religion with a capital ‘R’”) is absolute, unchanging, and permanent.  Human beings know it directly, intuitively, though imperfectly and incompletely.  And then we struggle to talk about it, to practice it, to shape our lives around what we know to be true and good and right, and in our struggle we develop rites and rituals, doctrines and dogmas, religions with a “small r” (and Christianity, the religion taught by Jesus, is the best of all of these).  But these “small-r religions” are transient; they change with the times and with new learning.  Parker said, 

While true religion is always the same thing, in each century and in every land, in each [person] that feels it, the Christianity of the Pulpit, which is the religion taught; the Christianity of the People, which is the religion that is accepted and lived out; has never been the same thing in any two centuries or lands, except only in name.  The difference between what is called Christianity by the Unitarians in our times, and that of some ages past, is greater than the difference between [Mohammed] and the Messiah.  The difference at this day between opposing classes of Christians; the difference between the Christianity of some sects, and that of Christ himself; is deeper and more vital than that between Jesus and Plato…” [Wright. 1986. Three Prophets of Religious Liberalism, p. 117].

Even our understanding of the Bible changes with new scholarship; even our understanding of the nature of Jesus changes.  Religious truth (and in particular, that taught by Jesus) is permanent, said Parker.  The church, though, is transient.

Parker knew what he was talking about, for he was a voracious reader and an insatiable scholar.  His study – pictured on the front of your Order of Service, was lined with bookshelves that he built himself, and by the end of his life it contained 15,000 volumes (virtually all of which he had read, and which are now in the Boston Public library).  He read Greek and Roman philosophy and literature.  He owned more than 100 Bibles.  He knew German and English and French law and philosophy and theology, and he corresponded with the authors.  He read more than 20 languages: ancient, modern, European, even African.  There is an irony here, in that Parker was preaching Intuitional religion, but he was backing up his intuition with prodigious learning.

Parker was preaching Intuitional religion, and not just within the confines of the Unitarian seminary, but out in public.  In the religious press in Boston, orthodox Christians accused Parker of infidelity and heresy, and the Unitarians were so uncomfortable at the accusations and the way they reflected on their own status that they invited Parker to resign from the Boston Association of Congregational Ministers (the Unitarian ministerial association).  By the time Emerson delivered his Divinity School Address, he had resigned from parish ministry, more or less on the grounds that the church stifled his soul.  But Parker saw the church, transient though it was, as a vital social institution, and he took his ministerial role very seriously.  Commanger writes, “He was a preacher, his business to moralize; he was a moralist, his business to preach. … He instructed politicians in politics and historians in history and philosophers in philosophy.” [Henry Steele Commanger. 1982. Theodore Parker. p. 289].  And I would add, he instructed every person whose life he touched in listening for, and obeying, the voice of conscience, of the religious imperative, of God.  So Parker refused to resign, and the Unitarians did not press the issue, choosing, instead, “to take the principle of free [religious] inquiry with all its consequences.” [Wright. 1986. Three Prophets of Religious Liberalism, p. 44].  What his colleagues did do, however, was to refuse to exchange pulpits with him, thereby closing the doors of their churches to him.  He was deeply hurt.  But he stood staunchly by his principles, continued to preach in his small church and to write – and there were many who were very interested to hear what he had to say.  Within five years, in 1845, a group of Bostonians organized the 28th Congregational Society of Boston  - a “free church” with Parker as its preacher.  The membership rolls eventually numbered 7000, and Sunday attendance at the Boston Music Hall was as large as 3000 people.  His colleagues notwithstanding, Parker’s ministry took root and grew.

“A Christian Church,” he preached, should be the means of reforming the world, of forming it after the pattern of Christian ideas.  It should therefore bring up the sentiments of the times, the ideas of the times, and the actions of the times, to judge them by the universal standard.”  [Henry Steele Commanger. 1982. Theodore Parker. p. 165].  In those years, it was inevitable that Parker would bring up slavery.  Slavery was a moral wrong and the abolition of slavery was a moral imperative.  The system of slavery corrupted slaves, and it corrupted slaveholders – by crippling the spirit so that it could not grow into its divine potential. Freedom was an inalienable right of humankind.  If slavery was the law of the land, then that law must be overthrown, because there was a Higher law, an eternal law of God, and that is the law to which every one of us must, in the end, be answerable.  And we know that law, each of us, by listening to our own conscience – listening and obeying.

Parker poured his greatest efforts into rebelling against the tyranny of slavery, and it is perhaps as an abolitionist that Parker is best known, now.  In his church there were African American members – slaves who had made their way north to freedom – and Parker was the Minister at Large to freed slaves in Boston.  When, in 1850, the United States congress passed the Fugitive Slave Act, which made it a crime not to return a slave to his or her master, even if they were living in a “free” state, Parker condemned the bill, the lawmakers who passed it, and anyone who even considered cooperating with its provisions.  In time, he helped to raise money to fund John Brown’s armed opposition to the spread of slavery.  “Rebellion to tyrants,” he had concluded, “is obedience to God.”  At one point Parker was arrested and indicted for obstructing a federal marshal attempting to enforce the Fugitive Slave Act.  He relished the chance to make his moral case – but in the end, the charges against him were dismissed.

Despite his support for Brown, Parker himself used words to fight the rebellion.  Parker’s sermons, letters, and books were widely heard and read in America and beyond.  One of his correspondents was William Herndon, a young lawyer in Illinois, junior law partner to Abraham Lincoln.  Parker sent Herndon a copy of a sermon called “The Effect of Slavery on the American People,” and Herndon underlined a passage in the text and showed it to his partner.  “Democracy,” Parker had written, “is direct self-government, over all the people, for all the people, by all the people.”  Lincoln re-worked the sentence, and used it in his Gettysburg address.

In another sermon, “Of Justice and the Conscience,” Parker said, “I do not pretend to understand the moral universe. The arc is a long one. My eye reaches but little ways. I cannot calculate the curve and complete the figure by experience of sight. I can divine it by conscience. And from what I see I am sure it bends toward justice.”  More than a century later those words, first written in the struggle against slavery, were re-worked by the Rev. Martin Luther King and used by him in the struggle for civil rights for African Americans and, ultimately, for all Americans.  “The arc of the moral universe is long,” said King, “but it bends towards justice.”  Last September, the White House unveiled a new rug, woven specially for President Obama’s Oval Office, with quotes from five great Americans woven around the border.  “The arc of the moral universe” is there, attributed to King.  “Government of the people, by the people, for the people” is there, attributed to Lincoln.  In an interview with National Public Radio, historian Clayborne Carson traced the lineage of both these quotes to Parker, concluding, “it shows how significant [Parker] was as an intellectual force, and it's interesting that his name is almost forgotten today.  But clearly, through his writings and through his speeches and sermons, he influenced lots of people.” [http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=129609461].  
Tomorrow we celebrate American independence.  And today, 236 years after the Battle of Lexington Green, there are those in this country who daily wage a fight for dignity, for respect, for the freedom to grow into their divine potential.  Today, there are those who say that some of our laws are unjust: immigration laws, laws regarding the freedom to marry, laws regarding access to education, or health care, or citizenship.  Today let us be the ones who ask not “what is popular, and acceptable, and easy?” but rather “what is right?”  Today, let us be the ones who remember Theodore Parker, and who honor his legacy in our living.  Today and every day, let us be the ones who, like Parker, listen for the voice of our conscience – or the voice of God – and say there is a Higher law, and I must listen to it, or the voice will get quieter and quieter, until I can’t hear it at all.  

Take time now, in silence, to listen.

The bell will lead us into silence, and music by a great African American will lead us out.

Bell

Silence

Music (Come Sunday by Duke Ellington)

Amen and blessed be.

