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Her Blue Body Everything We Know

May 9, 2010

If we all were really to get up and dance to a song that was a hit before our mothers were born, as the Beatles, and the Wildflower choir, have encouraged us to do, I imagine we would not all, in the end, necessarily dance to the same song. Think about it. Think about the various mothers in this room and when they were born. For example, let’s take Sarah Traugott, who happens to be the wife of today’s lay leader Alex Traugott, and mother of Emerson Traugott. Now Sarah, I found out, was born in 1973. That means that if little Emerson were to get up and dance to a song that was a hit before her mother, Sarah, was born, she could dance to Led Zeppelin’s “Stairway to Heaven,”  or, on the other end of the spectrum, Don Maclean’s “American Pie.” However, if Alex here were to join his daughter, and get up and dance to a song that was a hit before his mother, Patty, was born in 1940, he’d need to dance to something like Glen Miller’s “Moonlight Serenade” or Louis Armstrong’s “When the Saints Go Marching In.” Then let’s say I decided to join them. Seeing that my mother was born in 1926, I’d need to dance to, for instance, “Sweet Georgia Brown,” or “Tea for Two.” 


Quite a sight I’m guessing we three would be. But wait. There’s more. Add yourselves and your mothers to the mix. Was your mother born in, say, 1957? Then get up and dance to Perry Como’s “Hot Diggity,” or Doris Day’s “Que Sera Sera.” Was your mother born in 1910? How about “I Love You Truly,” or “Let Me Call You Sweetheart.” You get the picture. We of many ages, and of mothers from many different eras, have many songs to dance to. 


And my hunch is that those of us from one era may not relate all that well to the songs others of us are dancing to, or to how some of us dance to those songs. Whether too formal or too wild, too archaic or too modern, too staccato or legato, the individual dances we do, both literally and figuratively, don’t always make for a collectively cohesive choreography. 


Still, here we are: Children of disco dancers, children of hippies, children of suburban tupperware party hostesses, children of Rosies the Riverter, Dust Bowlers, flappers, children of witnesses to the war to end all wars, and beyond. We gather here each Sunday, knowing we are of different ages, different eras, different mothers, and we choose each Sunday to greet each other in love. 


In many ways, that was what Julia Ward Howe was striving for when she wrote her manifesto against the Franco-Prussian war, had it translated into French, German, Italian, Spanish, and Swedish, and set out to preach her message of peace. Having seen the bloodshed of the American Civil War, and now seeing the “senseless conflict” of the Franco-Prussian War only five years after the end of the American Civil War, Howe was hoping to find a way for people to commit to greeting, and living with, one another in love. When she was turned away from the very peace conferences where she had hoped to  make her voice heard, she did not come home broken, as we heard Alex read earlier, “but inspired with a new idea.” 


Enter Mother’s Day.


Now, almost exactly three years ago, when I was candidating here to be your minister, you all gave me a Mother’s Day Sunday on which to preach, and I took you up on that challenge, and I shared with you then the story of Julia Ward Howe. Or at least, that’s how I remember it. Today, I don’t want to simply recycle that sermon three years on. But I will return, one week on, to Unitarian Universalist minister Forrest Church, whom I quoted last Sunday, to reflect a bit more on the wisdom of Julia Ward Howe, and on how we are called to remember Howe’s intentions in creating Mother’s Day some 140 years ago. Church writes, “Howe designed Mother’s Day to draw attention to several basic liberal values. Her object was not to put mothers on a pedestal. She wanted to draw mothers out of their kitchens and parlors and into the public square, to unite as many women as possible in a common cause: the protection of children from war.” 


Now, whether we talk about people coming from different eras, or from different areas, from different classes, or races, or what have you, we know that when you bring people together from myriad backgrounds, it’s not always going to be easy or simple to unite them in a common cause, as Julia Ward Howe hoped to do with Mother’s Day. Sometimes, in fact, it seems so daunting, we’re tempted to just fall back into what, at least in the short term, feels easier, more fun. Look at what’s ended up happening to Mother’s Day itself. It’s been consumed. It’s devolved, in Forrest Church’s words, “into a commercial holiday cosponsored by the florist and greeting card industries.” Mother’s Day, nearly monolithically, has become not about the lyrics we sang together earlier-- “If every woman, from every nation, young and old, each generation, joined hands in the name of love, there would be no more war.” No, that’s too hard. That’s too complicated. Easier to just rush to the one-stop shopping center and barely beat the deadline to remember mom. That’s good enough, isn’t it? After all, we’ve all got such busy schedules. Earlier this week, I myself wrote down the names of several moms I wanted to make sure I sent meaningful Happy Mother’s Day wishes to, and so far, one email has been the most I can manage. 


But both Julia Ward Howe and Forrest Church, in writing about her, remind us there is so much more--so much more to wish for, so much more to work for, so much more to do. “Our sons,” proclaims Howe, “shall not be taken from us to unlearn all that we have been able to teach them in charity, mercy, and patience. We women of one country will be too tender to those of another country to allow our sons to be trained to injure theirs,” she says.  


This, I have to say, does not sound like breakfast in bed. This does not sound like chocolates and roses, though, listen, partners and husbands and children and all: you go for it, if you want to give the mothers in your life the huge thank-you they deserve, along with a really good foot rub. You go for it.


As long as you--husbands, partners, children, mothers, all--as long as you remember: the founder of Mother’s Day had a bigger vision than a once-a-year sabbath for the maternal members of our lives. Not a vision that necessarily excludes a sabbath. But bigger--one that actively encourages women to actively change the world--one that links, as Forrest Church notes, “motherhood, Mother Earth, womanhood, and peace...” “From the bosom of the devastated earth,” Church quotes Howe as saying, “a voice goes up with our own. It says, ‘Disarm, Disarm! The sword of murder is not the balance of justice.” 


In the end, Julia Ward Howe’s call is no less, Church asserts, than “a celebration of the second commandment (to love thy neighbor as thyself).” But what does loving thy neighbor as thyself mean? It’s not just about being nice, is it, not just about being polite? I think of another religious ancestor, Universalist minister Olympia Brown, whose words we shared earlier, who, like Julia Ward Howe, actively worked to bring women’s voices and values to the public square, particularly in her mission to get women the right to vote. Brown notes, “We can never make the world safe by fighting. Every nation must learn that the children of all nations are children of God, and must share the wealth of the world. You may say this is impracticable, far away, can never be accomplished, but it is work we are appointed to do.” 


Indeed, to love thy neighbor as thyself, to see the inherent worth and dignity of every person, to practice justice, equity, and compassion in human relations, to affirm respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part, to see that the children of all nations are the children of God, is the work we are appointed to do. 


Forrest Church says, “Julia Ward Howe got it right. What good mothers have in common is not that they stay at home with the children. Far more importantly, they instill in those same children a respect for others, generosity of spirit, cooperation, forgiveness, and loving-kindness”-- all of which he calls “fundamental liberal values.” Whether those values are fundamentally liberal or simply fundamentally humane, they are values both Howe and Church hold up as values that guide humanity toward actively preventing bloodshed. 


Now, by claiming as Church does that mothers have an unconditional love for their children that could steer them away from war, I don’t mean to claim myself that fathers lack such unconditional love. But remember, Howe was living and writing in a time when the boundaries between the private and the public spheres were much more explicitly and definitively drawn along the lines of gender, when women were much more confined to their homes while their husbands went off to war, only to return home “reeking,” as she writes, “with carnage.” In particular, though Howe herself had been an avid supporter of the Union during the American Civil War, she nevertheless witnessed sons taken from their mothers by that war, only to have, as a result, 620,000 of those sons die in combat or from disease. Learning of the Franco-Prussian war beginning in 1870, even though it was happening not on her country’s soil, but across the Atlantic Ocean, Howe would have no more. It was time for the mothers of the world to come forward and lead the world toward peace. “Arise, then, women of this day!” Howe says.... “Let women now leave all that may be left of home for a day of counsel. Let them meet first, as women, to bewail and commemorate the dead. Let them then solemnly take counsel with each other as the means whereby the great human family can live in peace.” 


That’s what she said, that’s what she worked for, 140 years ago. True, since then, women of all generations have been coming together, taking counsel with one another, seeking a way for the great human family to live in peace. True, we could probably line up Wildflower women from every generation right here in this sanctuary who have struggled, marched, written, labored, worked in one way or another to prevent or protest against war, to prevent or protest against the deaths of sons--and daughters--caused by war. 


But at the same moment, far, far too many mothers, and Mother Earth herself, are hurting from humanity’s collective failure to love our neighbors as ourselves. It’s as if, knowing we each dance a little differently, to slightly--or drastically--different songs, from slightly--or drastically--different eras and ages and cultures and places, rather than taking the time and doing our best to learn from each other, to be curious, to take counsel with one another, we either want to build sound proof barbed wire fences around our own private dance spaces and not let anyone else in, or we insist that our song and our dance are the only song and the only dance, and so crusade across the world against anyone who will not do just as we do. 


My question is, would such an attitude as that make our mothers proud? Would our mothers, and their mothers, and their mothers’ mothers be happy to know that 140 years after Julia Ward Howe proclaimed Mother’s Day as a day for the women of the world to work for peace, our world, our Mother Earth, continues to hurt? To borrow from the Beatles, your mother should know, and your mother should know, and your mother should know what the beauty and the struggle and the power of creation is like. I think of the moment each one of us was born, and can’t help but be in awe of the sacredness of each of our lives. Toward the end of the chapter entitled “Mother God,” in which he writes about Julia Ward Howe, Forrest Church remarks, “The cycles of nature and the miracle of birth induce a deep sense of awe... Beauty surrounds us and we constantly miss it. To awaken,” Church continues, “we must somehow rediscover our kinship with the creation.... We are a part of, not apart from, a vast and mysterious living system.”


“Mystics of every faith proclaim this sense of oneness,” Church goes on. “The mystical oneness of person to person, of parent to child and then brother to sister and neighbor to neighbor, is but a familiar expression of the mystical oneness of all existence in the great chain of being. Theologians may reason their way to such oneness,” Church admits, “but mothers know it by heart.” 


Not being a mother myself, and being something of a novice theologian, I’ll admit I’ve likely reasoned my own way through most of this message today. But remember, we began with a dance. We began with a song. Make that many dances and many songs, with a multitude of rhythms and beats, messages and moods. Such a diverse multitude may not always be easy. Toes may get stepped on, hips might get bumped, egos might be bruised. But hearing that call of the prophets, John, Paul, George, and Ringo, to get up and dance to a song that was a hit before our mothers were born, and knowing that the one song and one dance is made of many, let us not be thwarted or discouraged by the fact that the interdependent oneness of our loves and lives is indeed made of myriad threads of different ages, eras, cultures, places, making for an extraordinary web. 


We have creation to thank for that. We have, in the words of Alice Walker, “a beautiful mother/her green lap immense/her brown embrace eternal/her blue body/ everything we know.” Let us love this beautiful mother and all the mothers who continue to bring forth creation. Let us show our love not only through cards and candy, flowers and foot rubs--though, as I said, those are good, too!--but by doing what we can to protect the children from harm’s way and to bring peace on earth to all children of all nations. As Universalist minister Olympia Brown said nearly a century ago, “You may say this is impracticable, far away, can never be reached, but it is the work we are appointed to do.”


Knowing that to be true, I wish you happy Mother’s Day, happy dancing, happy singing, happy loving. And thank you to all the mothers who strive to “take counsel with each other as the means whereby the great human family can live in peace...”

Amen. 

#327 Joy Thou Goddess (verses 1 and 2 only)


