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The Power to Forgive--the Power to Love

September 19, 2010

Thank you, Terri, Laurie, and Elke. Thank you for agreeing to share with us this extraordinary song written by local singer/songwriter Eliza Gilkyson. I’ve loved this song ever since I first heard it about five years ago, when the tsunami of December 2004 was still so fresh in our memories and in our lives. It’s my understanding that Gilkyson wrote the song as a commemoration of that particular tragedy. I remember, at my internship church in Davis, California, not one year after that tsunami, us using as a prayer Gilkyson’s own version of the song in the wake of Hurricane Katrina.  


Admittedly, beloved congregation, our original plan had been for Terri and Laurie to sing this song at our ingathering water service a few weeks ago. But life happened, plans were changed, and it seems to me, in many ways, an appropriate gift to have this song sung in the time of Yom Kippur, the Jewish day of atonement. It seems a fit, not because the tsunami was some wrathful God’s way of getting His people to atone for all their alleged sins, but becauseYom Kippur is, perhaps more subtly than a time of repentance, a time to reflect, to grieve, and to seek wholeness once again.


True, Gilkyson’s imagery is strongly Christian rather than Jewish, with the singers singing to--praying to--Mother Mary, and the title of the song being “Requiem,” a term used in Catholic mass for the peaceful rest of the souls of the dead. Additionally, when the singers sing of the forsaken, our minds might first wander to the famous words of Jesus, crying out to God from the cross, “Why hast thou forsaken me?” 


On the other hand, the Pagans--and the historians--among us might argue that Mary, mother of God, or Mother-God, goes back well past both Christianity and Judaism, and that, in fact, most religions are somehow overlays or extensions of religions that have preceded them. So, how right and good, once again, to be here, among Unitarian Universalists where such a notion of these layers is not perceived as a problem, so much as a given. We are blessed to seek the wisdom of our Jewish and Christian roots, and of the Earth-centered religions that came before them, and of all world religions which “inspire us in our ethical and spiritual life.” 


It is our responsibility, however, to do so not in the spirit of theft, or misappropriation, but with the deepest humility and respect--to do so in the hopes that our holding up the wisdom of all religions will help lead to the happiness of all people. 


Which reminds me. This past Sunday night, in our first session of the class I’m teaching on Unitarian Universalist theology, we began our exploration by studying the claim of early 19th century Universalist minister, Hosea Ballou, that “there is an immortal desire in every soul for... happiness” and that, in fact, to quote Ballou further, “Man’s major object, in all he does, is happiness; if were it not for that, he never could have any other particular object.” This object, or goal, for happiness, Ballou claims is not to be problematized but is to be honored as a god-given right. 


Now, seeing that the twenty or so of us gathered that Sunday night were self-identified Unitarian Universalists, or at least self-identified seekers of a faith other than those that teach that happiness may be a form of sin or selfishness, it was surprising to discover the struggle that many of us had in understanding happiness as a god-given right. To unpack those struggles, we looked back at the messages we have received from family, religious community and society at large: Isn’t saying we have a right to happiness indeed selfish? Isn’t happiness only earned through merit, through hard work and struggle? Aren’t we only given the right of the pursuit of happiness? Happiness isn’t a worthy goal, is it? Wouldn’t service, or selflessness be better? 


In Ballou’s Treatise on Atonement, which we heard Eva read from earlier, Ballou moves his own argument forward by occasionally inserting an objector, whose purpose is to raise such questions as we ourselves were raising in Sunday night’s class. Ballou writes:

The objector will say, to admit that our happiness is the grand object of all we do, destroys the purity of religion, and reduces the whole to nothing but selfishness. To which, I reply a man acting for his own happiness, if he seek it in the heavenly system of universal benevolence, knowing that his own happiness is connected with the happiness of his fellow-men, which induces him to do justly and to deal mercifully with all men, he is not more selfish than he ought to be. But, [adds Ballou] a man acting for his own happiness, if he seek it in the narrow circle of partiality and covetousness, his selfishness is irreligious and wicked.

Reading over this more than once, what we came to discover in that Sunday night class is that the means by which and the system in which we seek happiness is key to how just and merciful and benevolent one’s happiness is. In other words, the question is not so much do we deserve happiness, but how do we seek and attain it? Let me read a bit of that quote again: “If a man...seek [happiness] in the heavenly system of universal benevolence, knowing that his own happiness is connected with the happiness of his fellow-men, which induces him to do justly and deal mercifully with all men, he is not more selfish than he ought to be.” Forgiving Ballou the gender-exclusive, and also human-exclusive language, do you hear the spirit of the interdependent web of all existence in his words? Do you hear an acknowledgement too of the inherent worth and dignity of every person? Universal benevolence, Ballou argues, is the heavenly system within which we need to work.


But of course, being human, we stumble. We may even act in ways, while seeking happiness that, in Ballou’s words, make our striving toward happiness “irreligious and wicked.” We might anger other people, or hurt them, or take away from their happiness, when we slip into seeking happiness through, in Ballou’s words again, “the narrow circle of partiality and covetousness.” Think, for a moment, of a time in which you wanted something, or wanted something to go your way, and, because of your partiality or covetousness, rather than aiming for universal good, you ended up hurting another. I can think of more than one time for myself, so I am guessing either that you are a better person than me, or that you can do the same. 


But, just to facilitate the process, I will give, as a small example, habitual lateness. Any of you guilty of that? A couple of years ago, I was taking a class, and every time I got into my car to go to that class, I thought, it’s OK if I show up late. I don’t care. The class is too long anyway, and besides, my time is valuable. But, no matter how valuable my time may have been, my thinking, you see, was only partial. And, considering the inherent worth and dignity of every person, which is our first religious principle, I could even say my thinking was irreligious. Yes, I was usually only five minutes late at the most, but in my desire for my happiness, I wasn’t respecting the leadership or the planning of the instructor, nor was I respecting the desired happiness of my classmates who were willing to show up on time, who wanted to learn. 


Now, in an attempt to avoid that uncomfortable meeting of my habits and other people’s feelings, and to cover my derriere, I could have offered a million excuses for being late each time I showed up, and we can all find a million good reasons why we might be late, or why we might repeatedly fail in some other way to fulfill our own part in the aim for universal good. In the case of lateness, there’s traffic that slows us down, and printers that stop working, and old dogs that need walking. Ensconced in habit, we show up ready with our excuses like hand-guns in holsters. 


However, when we see, either through our own moment of enlightenment, or through others gently but clearly sharing their feelings with us, that we are just missing, or missing by miles, that goal of universal good, it becomes our responsibility to seek to change our ways. And unlike old dogs, who allegedly don’t learn new tricks, we are called to try, try again. As Rabbi Jack Riemer states, in the responsive reading we shared earlier, “It takes an act of will for us to make a turn. It means breaking with old habits. It means admitting that we have been wrong; and this is never easy.” And maybe least easy of all, to make such a turn means, as Rabbi Riemer notes, “saying: I am sorry.” 


Now, if you are thinking at this moment that you’ve been called out, well, maybe you have been. But hopefully not by me so much as by your own conscience. And if you are thinking or feeling like you’ve been called out, it’s OK. My guess is that you are not alone. In fact, with me here, I know you’re not. And I’m guessing others would say the same. You’re not the only one who’s habitually late, or who drives too aggressively, or who doesn’t replace the toilet paper, or who has recently spoken unkindly to someone you love. You’re not alone. That’s why we talk about such things on Sunday mornings, so we can sit together, and reflect together, and work through our stumblings and our sometimes misguided striving toward happiness together. Remember what Michael Lerner says in his book, Jewish Renewal:

One advantage of having a collective process of transformation is that if everyone is simultaneously engaged in the attempt to change, and is surrounded by others who accept the idea that change is possible, then we are all more likely and able to support one another by validating everyone’s changes (just as we seek others to validate our changes).

As a slight aside, as evidence that Michael Lerner himself is committed to this collective process of transformation that he writes about, note that he is also the founder of Tikkun, which is both a magazine and, in its own words, a Spiritual Network of Progressives, the commitment of which is in its title: Tikkun means, in Hebrew, to repair the world. To repair not just one person whose ways are going against the grain of our own happiness. Not just one political party whose ideology we think we know is wrong. Not just one age, say, teenagers, whose behavior is clearly not aligned with the universal (read: parental) good. No, the act of tikkun is the act of repairing the world. 


That means--and maybe this part’s even harder than saying “I’m sorry,” or asking for forgiveness--that means being willing to forgive as well. 


Why forgive? Why, if harm has been carelessly or even violently thrown our way, must we so mindfully, gently, let go and pardon whoever has done the throwing? First, let me turn for a moment back to Rabbi Riemer, who states, “Unless we turn, we will be trapped forever in yesterday’s ways.... Turn us around, O God,” he continues, “and bring us toward You. Revive our lives, as at the beginning. And turn us toward each other, God, for in isolation there is no life.” 


Now, if you know my beliefs, turning toward each other is almost the same thing as turning toward God. I’m not saying it’s the only way, but it’s most certainly a central way. For here, among one another, is the spirit of life and love. That said, when we are angry with or hurt by a particular human manifestation of the spirit of life and love, it takes work to remember the spirit of life and love, both in that person, and within ourselves. We don’t want to turn to that person, we want to turn away. And of course, when someone is throwing things at us, whether literally or figuratively, it is our natural inclination to turn away. 


But for how long? For how long do we stay with our backs turned, our heads down (or maybe our noses up), our brows knit?  What will we gain by prolonging such a protective stance? And, if we do will ourselves to stand with our backs forever turned, by doing so, do we stand in the image of God--that is, do we stand in the spirit of life and love? 


Let me bring us back to Hosea Ballou for a moment, to explore this question. Eva shared with us earlier a passage from Treatise on Atonement in which Ballou refers to his argument for the finite nature of sin and the infinitely loving nature of God. I will read it again:

I have already entered my protest against the necessity of atonement, [says Ballou] on the principles upon which Christians have generally believed it, by showing the finite nature of sin, and the error of supposing that the law of God required the endless misery of mankind as a penal requisition.


Atonement signifies reconciliation, or satisfaction, which is the same. It is a being unreconciled, to truth and justice which needs reconciliation; and it is a dissatisfied being which needs satisfaction. Therefore I raise my inquiry on the question, is God the unreconciled or dissatisfied party, or is man?

What Ballou is challenging his contemporaries on is the doctrine of eternal damnation for sins, or misdeeds, we have committed. Because Ballou sees God as synonymous to Love, he cannot justify an all-loving God creating humankind in love, only to send the majority of humankind forever to hell for their sins. But still, Ballou points out, there are those among us who, in our own, very human lack of reconciliation, our own unsatisfied states, remain so because we hold others, and therefore ourselves, to a kind of eternal damnation. 


“Is God the unreconciled party,” Ballou asks, “or is man?” Far too often, even as Unitarian Universalists who do believe in the right to happiness, we find ourselves internalizing the remnants of beliefs that would protect us from, rather than encourage us toward, the uneasy act of turning to one another and practicing forgiveness. But it is our calling, as Unitarian Universalists, to act within the heavenly system of universal benevolence, and when we stray, to seek forgiveness and to offer it. 


In her song, Eliza Gilkyson sings the line, “In the dark night of the soul, your shattered dreamers, make them whole.” She sings to Mother Mary, a maternal, feminine image of the divine. Those of the Jewish faith might sing to, or address Yahweh, or Adonai. For us, it’s a little more open ended as to who or what we sing to. Nevertheless, when we do sing or pray, in the dark night of our own souls, to be made whole again, may we take care not to pray in the narrow circle of partiality. May we pray indeed in the spirit of universal good, turning toward one another, and, in the words of the rabbi, “reviving our lives, as at the beginning.” In doing so, may we turn once more to the spirit of life and love.

Amen.

SECOND OFFERING: Out Youth is a non-profit organization whose mission is to support and provide services to gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and questioning youth ages 12 to 19 in Austin and Central Texas. Out Youth offers peer support groups, counseling, educational programs, social activities and community outreach.

