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We Are All Arizona

Unitarian Coastal Fellowship

September 26, 2010

©Rev. Sally B. White

Readings:

Our first reading comes from the Introduction to the book “They Take Our Jobs” and 20 other myths about immigration, by Aviva Chomsky:

“All you have to do is read the papers or listen to the radio to notice that people seem to be extremely distraught and angry about immigration.  Immigrants are blamed for a host of social ills and compared unfavorably to previous generations of immigrants.  Since they are legally deprived of many of the rights that U.S. citizens enjoy, including the right to vote, elected officials and the general public can marginalize them with little repercussion.  Noncitizens make easy targets and convenient scapegoats.


A lot of our assumptions and opinions about immigration today are based on a set of beliefs about this country’s past.  These beliefs are formed by our social studies and history classes, by our textbooks, by our politicians, and by our media – indeed, they are so pervasive that they almost permeate the air we breathe.  Yet they are also fundamentally distorted.  They represent a sanitized version of history that can undermine our ability to analyze the world we live in today.”  [Aviva Chomsky. 2007. “They Take Our Jobs” and 20 other myths about immigration. pp. xi-xii].

And our second reading is from a reflection written last month (August, 2010), by Rosemary Milazzo, a Maryknoll Sister, a member of Christian Peacemaker Teams, and a volunteer with the humanitarian aid group No More Deaths.

“When the international president of Medecins Sans Frontieres accepted the Nobel Peace Prize in 1999, he spoke of the humanitarian aid his group offers the broken world. As part of his acceptance speech he said, “Hundreds of thousands of our contemporaries are forced to leave their lands and family to search for work, to educate their children and to stay alive. Men and women risk their lives to embark on clandestine journeys only to end up in a hellish immigration detention center, or barely surviving on the periphery of our so-called civilized world.” 

Yet, only this year, Jan Brewer, Governor of Arizona, introduced a new law, draconian in nature, that further excludes and increases the danger faced by many of our brothers and sisters.

Having just spent another two weeks with No More Deaths, I met many more deported migrants than last year who claim that they give up. They can endure no more clandestine trips in the desert, no more frightened lives in our land of liberty.” [http://www.nomoredeaths.org/Volunteer-Reflections/nogales-summer-2010.html]

Sermon

My friends, my head is aching and my heart is sore.  I’ve been reading and listening and even praying about what to say to you this morning about immigration, and justice, and the question of who is our neighbor.  My reading has challenged my ideals and my optimism and left me shaken and disillusioned.  My listening has reminded me that there are many stories, many truths, much pain and even more anger surrounding these issues.  And my prayer has called me out of silence, into our gathered community, to at begin a conversation, and to invite you to continue it with me.

Late last April I learned, as no doubt you did, too, that the legislature of the State of Arizona had passed, and the governor had signed, a tough new immigration bill.  Randal Archibold wrote in The New York Times, “The law, which proponents and critics alike said was the broadest and strictest immigration measure in generations, would make the failure to carry immigration documents a crime and give the police broad power to detain anyone suspected of being in the country illegally. Opponents have called it an open invitation for harassment and discrimination against Hispanics regardless of their citizenship status. [http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/24/us/politics/24immig.html]

Within days, there was a buzz of conversation among Unitarian Universalists about “the Arizona law.”  For one thing, General Assembly, the annual business meeting attended by delegates from the member congregations of the Unitarian Universalist Association (the UUA), is scheduled to be held in Phoenix in June 2012.  There was a call to boycott Arizona and move the meeting to another location, partly in protest and partly in solidarity with delegates of color, who feared being accosted or arrested, and whose voices and vision would be absent from the meeting if they stayed at home.  But the members and the ministers of Unitarian Universalist churches in Arizona disagreed, asking their peers and colleagues instead to come to their state, experience firsthand what they cannot boycott or opt out of, and stand in solidarity with their lives, their ministries, their neighbors.  “Standing on the Side of Love,” a public advocacy campaign sponsored by the UUA which takes its name from the song Debra and the choir sang us this morning, rallied supporters for its stated belief that “No one should be dehumanized through acts of exclusion, oppression, or violence because of their identities.” [http://www.standingonthesideoflove.org/about/].  On May 29, UUA president Peter Morales, Thomas Jefferson District Executive Annette Marquis, and 500 other Unitarian Universalists joined a crowd of 30,000 in Phoenix to protest the law.  Peter wrote, “I marched with my fellow UUs, many of us wearing brilliant yellow “Standing on the Side of Love” T-shirts.  We also had large banners and hundreds of placards.  We not only stood on the side of love, we stood out.  No other faith group had the presence that UUs did.” [http://www.uua.org/news/newssubmissions/166693.shtml].  Both Annette and Peter were arrested and sent to the infamous Maricopa County jail. 

I didn’t go to Arizona.  But I did call my friend Diane.

Three and a half years ago, my good friend Diane Dowgiert was installed as the minister of the Unitarian Universalist Church of Tucson, Arizona.  She invited me to be a part of her Installation service, and so I flew to Tucson in mid-March for a weekend.  Tucson was warm and sunny on those late-winter days; it seems as though we ate every meal outside in the clear, dry, insect-free air.  The mountains stood tall and starkly shadowed in the sunset light.  In the suburban neighborhood where I stayed with a host family from the congregation, I walked in the early morning past yards landscaped with cactus and gravel.  On Saturday morning we visited the Desert Museum and walked a winding trail through habitats typical of the Sonoran desert.  We wore hats, and sunscreen, and comfortable shoes.  We took advantage of the drinking fountains at intervals along the trail and rested in the thin shade provided by ramadas – shelters constructed of wooden poles with roofs made of branches.  One memorable exhibit demonstrated how, nearly a thousand years ago the native Hohokam people laid out long lines of small rocks to create “check-dams” that would slow the runoff of the exceedingly scarce rainfall.  Behind these check dams they cultivated agave plants, which grow so slowly they take ten years to mature.  Ten thousand plants would be cultivated to produce a thousand fruits each year, the staple food of the people.

Life in the desert is stripped down to the barest of essentials.  The beauty of the desert land is subtle and stark, and Diane loves it.  But even in the early spring, it is a beauty harsh and alien to these eyes of mine that grew up in the leafy greenness of northeastern Ohio, that call this coastal county of water and wetlands home.  In the height of summer, the heat and the dryness of the Sonoran desert can be deadly, parching the life out of anyone or any thing that goes unprotected.

You can see Tucson on the map on the cover of your Order of Service; it’s in the southeastern part of the state.  Sixty miles of Sonoran desert separates Tucson from the Mexican border.

When I call Diane, she talks to me about a ministry that has become a part of the social outreach effort of her church in Tucson.  No More Deaths/No Mas Muertes provides humanitarian aid for people who are at imminent risk of dying in the Sonoran desert.  Each year, several thousand Mexicans, Guatemalans, Salvadorans set out in desperation to walk across the Sonoran desert to reach family members or the possibility of a job in the United States.  Most of them have sacrificed virtually everything to pay $2000 or more to a smuggler – a “coyote” – to transport them to the US border and lead them through the desert.  They are told it will be a one-day walk, but in truth, it would take three days if they were healthy and well-hydrated.  By the time they reach the border, few of them are.  The terrain is rugged, and every horizon is rimmed with mountain ranges.  If you are not very familiar with the mountains – with these mountains – it is easy to get disoriented.  And hundreds of them die: of heat, of dehydration, with feet blistered and bleeding and torn by thorns.  No More Deaths places gallon jugs of water along known migration trails.  From late spring until after Labor Day, volunteers spend a week at a time in very primitive camps, retrieving and refilling empty water jugs.  On the trails they may meet migrants – some of them lost or abandoned.  Diane tells of meeting two young Mexican men, 19 or 20, who found their way into the No More Deaths camp.  They had overslept, and wakened to find that their coyote had taken all their stuff and left them to fend for themselves.  She tells of a man she knows finding the body of a 14-year old girl.  She tells of a volunteer who met two migrants on the trail and approached them as he had been trained to do: “Hola, amigos,” he said, so that they would know that he was not a Border Patrol agent.  “Agua,” he said – “water.”  “Comida,” he said – “food.”  And in Spanish the migrants answered him: “No agua, no comida.  But if we had some, we would share it with you.”

Since October 1, 2009, 238 known deaths have occurred along the Arizona border.

What should we do, Diane, I ask her.  Should we boycott Arizona, boycott General Assembly?  What can we do, what can I do, to support you?  What can I do to make a difference?

And she tells me that I can learn, and I can teach.  Begin to educate myself about what is happening in Arizona, and why, and how.  Offer to share what I am learning with you, for, as Aviva Chomsky reminded us in our first reading this morning, “a sanitized version of history…can undermine our ability to analyze the world we live in today.”  What we don’t know can hurt us, and it can hurt our neighbors, too.  In the past month, I have read two books: David Bacon’s Illegal People: how globalization creates migration and criminalizes immigrants and Aviva Chomsky’s “They Take Our Jobs” and 20 other myths about immigration.  Perhaps you are interested in reading and discussing these books with me.  Perhaps there are others you would recommend.

“Work on immigration in your own community,” she tells me.  “Find out from the immigrants there what they need from you.”  In our part of Eastern North Carolina, there are immigrants, documented and undocumented.  According to David Bacon’s book, in 2005 7% of the population of North Carolina was foreign-born, and our state ranked fourteenth in numbers of immigrants by state.  Immigrants work in our fields, in our pickle plants and our chicken processing plants, in our hotels and restaurants.

Come to General Assembly in 2012, she tells me.  The plan, hammered out in this year’s meeting is to hold a “Justice General Assembly” in Phoenix in 2012, focused largely on immigration issues and hands-on work with local social justice groups.  Delegates also selected “Immigration as a Moral Issue” as the four-year Congregational Study/ Action Issue for 2010–2014. [http://www.uuworld.org/news/articles/170706.shtml].  Peter Morales believes that this is an issue larger, than Arizona, larger than immigration, larger, even, than justice.  He writes, “Phoenix isn’t about Phoenix. SB 1070 isn’t about Arizona.  In fact, the entire issue of immigration is not ultimately about immigration. We are in a struggle for the future direction of American society.  How we treat immigrants, especially those from Mexico and Central America, is today’s equivalent of the Civil Rights Movement.  This is a struggle for America’s soul. … Let us stand together on the side of love. Todos somos Arizona. We are all Arizona.” [http://www.uua.org/news/newssubmissions/166693.shtml]

If we, here in Morehead City choose to undertake a conversation about these matters, we will have company, support, and resources to draw upon.
And Diane tells me that this is not really about making a difference.  Perhaps making a difference is the political question; perhaps it is the economic question.  But the religious questions are these: “What does my conscience tell me that I must do?’  And “What is the moral action?”

We may address these religious questions in community, but in the end, we must each answer them in the deep silence of our own hearts.  Not every one of us, Diane cautions me, is called to action.  Not every one is called to civil disobedience.  Not every one is called to be arrested, or to write or speak or witness in support of our convictions, whatever they may be.  And not every one of us even defines the issues, frames the questions, in the same way.

There is another parable, Diane reminds me, that speaks to these issues.  

One summer in the village, the people gathered for a picnic.  As they leisurely shared food and conversation, someone noticed a baby in the river, struggling and crying.  The baby was going to drown! 

Someone rushed to save the baby.  Then they noticed another screaming baby in the river, and they pulled that baby out.  Soon, more babies were seen drowning in the river, and the townspeople were pulling them out as fast as they could.  It took great effort, and they began to organize their activities in order to save the babies as they came down the river.

As everyone else was busy in the rescue efforts to save the babies, two of the townspeople started to run away along the shore of the river. 

“Where are you going?" shouted one of the rescuers.  "We need you here to help us save these babies!” 

“We are going upstream to stop whoever is throwing them in!” [http://www.fasarizona.com/riverbabies.htm] 

Take time now to listen to the deep silence of your own heart.

The bell will lead us into silence, and music will lead us out.

Bell

Silence

Music

Blessed be.

