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First Reading
This morning, on this first Sunday in January,

We’re going to be looking back into the year of 2007

And the role religion played in the news.

Whenever I engage in this exercise, I always find myself

Wanting to be reminded and called back

To the moral core of love and empathy that I believe is at the heart of religious teaching.

And to help me I went to a book given me last year by one of our members, Barbara Allen,

Called “Oneness” that strives to find the connections and 

Commonalities between the world’s religions.

Here is a sampling from the book, what some of the world’s religions

At their core are trying to teach us:

On the theme of our common humanity:

“God has made of one blood all nations of men and women.” – Christian scriptures

“All are the sons and daughters of God.  No rooted difference is there between them.” – Hinduism 

“Has not one God created us?  Why do we deal treacherously every man against his brother?-

Judaism

“All creatures are the family of God; and he is the most beloved who does the most good to his family.” – Islam

“God is the father, earth is the mother.  With all things and in all things, we are relatives.” – 

Souix Native American

On the theme of conquering with love:

“Repay evil with good, between you and whom there will be friendship.” – Islam

“A soft answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger.” – Judaism 

“Force, no matter how concealed, begets resistance.” – Lakota Native Americans

On the theme of judging not:

“Judge not, and you shall not be judged; condemn not, and you shall not be condemned;

Forgive and you shall be forgiven.” – Christianity

“Judge not your neighbor until you are in his or her place.” – Buddhism 

On the theme of being known by our deeds, not our creeds:

“God will not ask us of what race we are.  God will ask us what we have done.” – Sikhism

“By your fruits you be known.” – Christianity

“God does not look at your forms and your possessions, but looks instead at your hearts and your deeds.” – Islam

“One hour of good deeds in this world is better than the whole of life in the world to come.” – Judaism

On the theme of following the spirit of the Scriptures, not the letter:

“The letter killeth, but the spirit giveth life.” – Christianity

“The Qur’an was sent down in seven dialects, and in every one of its sentences there is an outer and an inner meaning.” – Islam

“Study the words, but then look behind them to the thought they indicate, and having found it,

Throw the words away as chaff when you have sifted out the grain.” – Hinduism 

And finally, because it is the New Year, and because we are thinking of beginnings,

These narratives on the theme of creation.  Notice the similarities, the shared metaphors, the poetry:

“In the beginning there was neither existence nor nonexistence;

There was neither day, nor night, nor light, nor darkness,

Only the existent One breathed calmly, self-contained.” – Hinduism

“In the beginning God created heaven and earth.  And the earth was without form,

And void.  And the darkness was upon the face of the deep.  And the Spirit moved upon the face of the waters.  And God said, Let there be light, and there was light.” – Judaism

“There was something undefined and complete, coming into existence before heaven and earth.

How still it was and formless, standing alone, and undergoing no change,

Reaching everywhere and in no danger of being exhausted.  It may be regard as the Mother of all things.” - Taoism

Second Reading

Our second reading this morning is a short poem from our Unitarian saint, Mary Oliver.

It offers, I think, some wonderful pictures to usher us into this new year of 2008.

Its called “Morning in a New Land”:

In the trees still dripping night

Some nameless birds woke,

Shook out their arrowy wings, and sang, slowly,

Like finches sifting through a dream.

The pink sun fell, like glass, to the fields.

Two chestnuts, and a dapple gray,

Their shoulders wet with light, their dark hair streaming,

Climbed the hill.  

The last mist fell away.

And under the trees, beyond time’s brittle drift,

I stood like Adam in his lonely garden

On that first morning, shaken out of sleep,

Rubbing his eyes, listening, parting the leaves,

Like tissue on some vast, incredible gift.

“Top Ten Religious News Stories of 2007”

What would it mean for us to see the world again like Mary Oliver describes,

Waking up in the morning of a new land, as though we are seeing things and feeling things

for the first time, with a fresh perspective?

This is the question I bring to us in this new year,

And to this now annual exercise I lead us through on this first Sunday in January

Of looking back over the year gone past and naming some of the top stories, 

The top ten ways religion made the headlines in 2007.

I do this because I believe that even without our thinking about it,

These headlines have a way of editorializing on our spirits,

So that by the end of the year, depending on the news, 

We feel ourselves either lifted up or let down, either inspired or disheartened,

By all that we see is happening in the world.

I also think that as people of faith – however much or little you think you have – 

We need the opportunity to name those times over the year 

that religion seemed to both lead the way and lost its way,

So that as we wake up on this morning in a new land

We might have our own religious voice renewed.

As always, advance credit goes to the Religious News Writers Association,

Who inspire me every year with their own Top Ten list of religious headlines,

And to Google, which allows to me to find and research just about everything.

As you will see, there is much to remember.

Here, then, is my list of the Top Ten Religious News Stories of 2007:

#10) An old story with a new record-breaking statistic:

On July 15th, the Los Angeles Catholic Archdiocese announced the largest church settlement 

Of sexual abuse lawsuits to date, agreeing to pay more than 500 victims a total

Of $660 million.

Earlier this year, settlements in Portland, Oregon and Spokane, Washington

Reached $100 million,

Bringing the cost of priestly sexual abuse to the Roman Catholic Church

In the United States to more $2.1 billion.

About the settlement, Los Angeles Cardinal Roger Mahoney said 

“it will have very serious and painful consequences to the archdiocese,

including the need to revaluate all ministries and services because it won’t

be able to offer them at the same levels as in the past.”

As a minister and a one-time-Catholic who still feels grateful

For the role the Church played in helping to form my own sense of vocation,

Including especially the Christian Brothers back in St. Louis 

Who challenged all of us middle-class, white kids to think about our privilege 

And what the word ‘fair’ really means,

I think one of the saddest things about this whole story is that the mission

And ministry of the Church suffers.  

Growing up in a largely Catholic town where the only voice for social justice

And service to the poor was the Catholic voice, 

I know these settlements – which are the right thing to do – mean that the Church

Will have a harder time serving those who need it most.

In this way the priests who committed these horrible crimes of abuse

Are still creating more victims.

#9) A story about an idea I wish I had,

a story also about money and a church.

Not the Catholic Church this time,

but the 1700 member United Church of Christ congregation that sits

in the center of Chagrin Fall, Ohio – what a name – 

that in September of this year made headlines when its minister

Rev. Hamilton Coe Thockmorton – what a name – 

Climbed into the pulpit and read from the Gospel story that tells

Of the rich man who entrusted three of his servants with a sum 

Of money and instructs them to go and do good.

After the reading, as ushers handed out red envelopes to each person in the pew,

Thockmorton dropped his bombshell – 

In the envelop for each person was a crisp $50 bill,

Money that he had raised from several anonymous donors.

Church members had seven weeks to find ways to try to increase their money,

The proceeds to go towards the church’s mission work in Africa and its work

With homeless women in Cleveland.  

On ex-Navy pilot decided to use his $50 to rent air time from the local airstrip

And charge $30 for half-hour rides.  He raised $700.

One woman, whose father was dying and in hospice, used the money

To record a farewell song to her father and sell the CD to church members.

The theme of loss and saying good-bye was so universal, the song so powerful, 

that hospice centers in the Cleveland area have begun purchasing it for families they serve.

Seven weeks later, the joyful news was delivered: $40,000 had been loaned,

And the initial take on top of that loan was $38,195.  

Several months later, the amount is still growing.

The best news about all this is what everyone said.

They said it wasn’t about the money, but rather about the sense of purpose

The challenge gave them.

As all of you look around to see if, when, the ushers might be handing you 

A special envelope, it’s worth wondering:

What might a challenge like this look like in our own congregation?

Who knows the potential, the mission, the sense of purpose that can be unleashed?

#8) Shifting gears, changing themes -  the death in May of Moral Majority founder

Jerry Falwell.

Along with televangelist Pat Robertson,

Falwell is infamous for saying some of the most vile things in the name of religion,

Including that AIDS was God’s punishment against gays; 

9/11 was punishment against gays, feminists and, oddly, members of the American Civil

Liberties Union.

And, of course, the time he warned parents that Tinky Winky, 

a purse-toting character on television’s ‘Teletubbies’ show, 

was a gay role model and morally damaging to children.  

The reason Jerry Falwell makes my list is that he was hugely influential to our religious and political landscape.

As the founder of the Moral Majority and the founder and chancellor 

Of the conservative Liberty University,

Falwell is one of the principal characters behind the creation of the Religious Right in America.

In the 1980’s his group claimed 6.5 million members and raised $69 million

To help elect conservative politicians.  

Ronald Reagan would not have been elected without him.  

And while I’m prepared to respectfully disagree with Falwell on points of theology
and ideology,

What I cannot stand as a minister is how he used God and the name of God

To preach sometimes hatefully against those he felt he was in a position to judge.

Jerry always said he was a man of the Bible, a man of the book.

Why is it then that he seemed to always skip over the lines that say,

“love thy neighbor as thyself” and “Let he who is without fault cast the first stones.”

Maybe its because the preaching that Jerry did was often more about Jerry,

And much less about the God that he professed to speak for.

I could go on, but I won’t.  Enough said.

#7)  Echoing some of Falwell’s fixation on the issue of homosexuality,

this is the fourth year in a row that stories about religion and same-sex relationships

have made my top ten list.

Every year I say I long for a year that it won’t, because that will signal that we’ve

Reached some reconciliation and we’re ready to move on.

First, the old familiar story in new form: Still feeling the aftershocks

Of the election in 2003 of a gay bishop in New Hampshire,

Some conservative Episcopal churches in America separate from the 

mainline Episcopalian community and realign themselves with the conservative

Anglican communities in Africa.  

To help stem the break-up, the Episcopal Church in America votes to “exercise

Restraint on gay issues,” 

 Which leaves me wondering: what does that mean?  

Because it’s one thing to show restraint about an issue, 

but how do you show restraint in your welcome of a real, live person

Who just happens to be gay?

Meanwhile, good news:  in last year’s version of this sermon 

I said that if needed I would spend less time trying to write well-crafted sermons

And more time doing my part to help defeat the same-sex marriage ban

That was going before the State Legislature in June.

On the morning of June 14 several of us stood on the steps of the State Capitol 

And cheered when the proposal was defeated by a vote of 45 to 151,

Eliminating any chance of it getting on the ballot this coming November.

Again, despite the predictions of those who opposed it:  the sky has not fallen,

the apocalypse hasn’t happened, and life with more wedding bells continues.

I say ‘amen.’

#6) Mother Teresa might have halo, but this year she revealed to us her human side.

When this news story came on the radio, I nearly had to stop the car.

The voice said that a new, innocuously titled book called “Mother Teresa:

Come Be My Light,” consisting primarily of correspondence between Teresa

And her superiors over a period of 66 years,

Reveals that for the last nearly half-century of her life she felt no presence

Of God whatsoever.

Three months before receiving the Nobel Peace Prize in 1979,

She wrote her spiritual confidant, saying, “Jesus has a special love for you, but as for me

The silence and emptiness in so great, that I look and do not see,

Listen and do not hear.”

Those images we have all seen of her, routinely observed in silent and seemingly convincing

Prayer, now lend a very different idea – that in those moments she was searching,

Questioning, seeking to hear the voice of God, wondering if and where it was.

In other words, I’m sure she was like many of us.

One Catholic publication describes how this book offers a “new ministry

For Mother Teresa…a ministry to people who have

Experienced some doubt, some absence of Spirit in their lives.

And you know who that is? It’s everybody.  Atheists, doubters, seekers,

Believers, everyone.”

If you’re making up your reading list for 2008, hear this eager recommendation

From your minister: add to your list this book.

The next three stories center around specific issues and the role religion plays in them.

At the risk of sounding like we’re all in New Hampshire listening to a stump speech,

Here they are:

#5) Immigration: In June a bill that would have endorsed a path to citizenship for many of the estimated 12 million illegal immigrants in the United States, 

that was co-sponsored by McCain and Ted Kennedy, died in the Senate,

effectively shifting the issue from Capitol Hill to the campaign trail,

where the rhetoric has been large and loose.

“What’s my plan for the border with Mexico?” asked GOP spoiler Mike Huckabee.

“Two words: Chuck Norris.”  

I noticed with bemusement on Thursday night’s election results in Iowa

That standing behind Huckabee during his speech was Chuck himself, in the flesh.

Why is this a religious issue?

Because almost more than any issue, promoting immigration reform and aiding

Immigrants is one that a variety of religious groups are coming together on.

Driving them, across the lines of their different theologies,

 is this shared principle of hospitality to the stranger,

Charity for the needy, and justice for the oppressed.

In May the Unitarian Universalist Association joined what’s called the “New Sanctuary

Movement,” an interfaith coalition that includes 14 faith traditions 

To protect undocumented workers from arrest, detention, and deportation.

A little bragging: the UUA was the first religious denomination to sign on nationally.

My two cents: in the midst of the news about religion behaving badly,

Here are faith communities reaching across their differences and the taking the lead

In the advocacy of human rights.  

Immigration reform is a very complicated issue, and in the midst of this complicated issue

The religious voice seems to be the only voice speaking for the stranger, the outsider,

The needy, the immigrant.  I say ‘Bravo!’

#4) Global Warming: While some evangelical leaders are split over the importance

of this issue compared to other social and moral causes,

the big news here is that like immigration,  many religious groups and their leaders

are raising the importance of climate change.

Never thought you would agree with anything the evangelical movement does or says?

Well, in a call to action issued this past February,

 a group called the Evangelical Climate Initiative

Said human-caused global warming is taking place and that the most serious adverse

Affects will be felt by the poor.  The response must begin immediately, they said,

And must involve government, business, industry, religious organizations, and

Individual citizens.

Several months later, on the polar opposite of the theological isle,

I joined 5,697 other Unitarian Universalists at our General Assembly in Portland, Oregon,

Where, one morning, nearly 1000 of them gathered outside the convention center

For a “witness to earth community.”

At the rally, sounding a lot like an evangelical and with the crowd loving it,

The Rev. Mariyln Sewell, minister of the First Unitarian Church in Portland, 

Called the threat of climate change “apocalyptic” and urged Unitarian Universalists

To “become citizens activist for the environment.”

I have another two cents to give; here it is:  On an earth where the whole human family

Is contributing to and being threatened by climate change,

I don’t think we can afford the luxury of fighting over our religious differences.

There will be some issues – like same-sex marriage – around which we will never agree,

But on issues that we can find common ground – like global warming, like immigration - 

We must join with our conservative Christian friends, our Catholic friends, our Muslim friends,

Our Jewish friends and work together.

Here the old adage applies: our sum is so much greater than our individual parts.

#3) The Growing Gap between Rich and Poor: 

This year the statistic became official that nearly all the wealth created over the past 25

Years was captured by the top 20 percent.

In an interview with Christian Century this past April, a voice I deeply respect, Bill Moyers,

Said this gap is the single issue that concerns him most.

“Working families are finding it harder to make ends meet,

young people without privilege struggle to get a footing,

seniors enjoy less security for a lifetime’s labor,

millions of Americans living without health insurance.”

Says Bill, “this wasn’t meant to be a country where the winner takes all.

Read the Constitution, the Gettysburg address – we were going to be a society

That maintained a healthy equilibrium in how power works, and for whom.”

It’s a religious story for the same reason that the story about the Good Samaritan

Is in the Bible – because we have an obligation to respond.

This winter I have received more requests for home heating assistance,

More requests for help with health care bills and food bills than in any year before.

In my small town of Holliston the food pantry now provides groceries 

To well over 100 families per week.

The Natick Service Council that we collect weekly for says they are straining

Under the number of requests.

Small, immediate things you can do: put food in the baskets at the back of the church

That go to Natick, call the food pantry in Holliston to see what help they might need,

Write a check to the Minister’s Discretionary Fund so that I can help more folks with their 

Home heating bills.

Larger, more subjective things we can do:  I like what Moyers says: “we talk about issues, problems, policies, but we don’t talk about the power democracy gives us to shape our own destiny, how it’s not just a means of government, but a means of dignifying people so

That they have a chance to become fully human.”  

In other words, if you find yourself in the next few months talking to a presidential candidate:

Ask about this gap between rich and poor, and ask where has our democracy gone?

#2) On this democracy theme, thousands of Buddhist monks lead pro-democracy

protests in Myanmar, which is brutally crushed by the military rulers after a week.

Ever since the military crushed a peaceful nationwide uprising in 1988,

Killing an estimated 3000 civilians,

The country formerly known as Burma has sunk further into poverty and repression.

It’s main pro-democracy leader, Ms. San Suu Kyi, who won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1991,

Has been locked in her home for 12 of the last 18 years.

After several monks were beaten at a small protest outside Suu Kyi’s home in August,

The momentum built and the protests spread. 

In audio recordings leaked out of the country the monks could be heard shouting

What translates into “It is our task.”  

But by the end of September it was all over, with countless monks killed or missing,

The military rulers having resisted international pressure to preserve their rule.

I rank it so high on my list because I can’t get out of my mind the images

Of those thousands and thousands Buddhist monks in their red robes

Standing up against a force stronger than them, against enforced poverty

And repression, shouting “It is our task.”

Along with outrage over what happened to them,

The world ought to be humbled and inspired.

1) And finally, drum roll please, my top story of 2007,

which is really just a preamble for what is waiting for us in 2008:

The amount of religion on the campaign trail,

Or what might be described as our upcoming election of “Theologian-In-Chief.”

On the Republican side we have Huckabee, the ordained Baptist minister-come

Governor stirring things up by mentioning Christ and Merry Christmas in a t.v. spot,

And we have Romney giving national speeches on religious freedom

As a defense against those who want to dismiss him because of his Mormonism.

The Democrats are preaching, too, with Obama, Clinton and Edwards all making 

Conscious efforts to woo faith-based voters after admitting a failure to do so in 2004.

Given all the God-talk and my seminary degree, I’m thinking: who knows,

maybe I’m qualified to run!

Frankly, it all feels a little exploitive.  

With Huckabee and Romney wooing the evangelical vote,

And Obama and Clinton trying to win back the Protestants and Catholics who have soured

On Bush, I’m wondering: Are we this easily bought?

Do the candidates have to talk like our minister in order to get our vote?

I hope not.  I hope one sermon written and delivered on Sunday is enough,

Thank you very much, and what we need from our president is not theology

But wisdom, humility, and a strong commitment to justice.

Said one Episcopalian bishop on this theme, 
“I’d rather have someone in the Oval Office who cares about the poor

Than somebody who recites the Nicene Creed every day.”

Which just about sums it up for me,

Because I couldn’t say it any better….

And which leads me to my final amen to this sermon,

The word ‘Amen’ meaning “so be it,’ meaning ‘may it be so.’

If there is one theme arising from these stories

I think it is that on this morning in a new land, 

In this new year,

We are called like never before to use the fresh perspective

That a new year gives us to recognize anew

Those who are suffering: the immigrant, the folks struggling to pay 

Their heating bills after last week’s cold, the Burmese monks, 

Those feeling the effects of climate change, the gay and lesbian Episcopalians, 

these and others who deserve our attention this year,

not least because so much of the country will be focused on the election

and looking elsewhere.

While the candidates talk about religion, 

its my hope we’ll be practicing ours.

Here is to a happy, fulfilling 2008, not just for us,

But for those who been long in waiting.

May it be so.

Join me is saying ‘Amen.’

