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 “A Sermon for Mack (and other ministries of love and justice)”
Before I say anything else, the definitions first:

Ministry, meaning: “the act of serving and caring for; one that serves as a means; an instrument.”
Love, meaning in this instance not romance, not affection; meaning instead: “an intense engagement with the lives of others.  Meaning, an act of will; 

Meaning being willing to work for the well-being of our neighbors even if it means 

Sacrificing some of our own well-being.

And Justice, meaning: the act of being brought back into right relationship after some brokenness; meaning: the act of sorting out what belongs to whom, and returning it to them; meaning not simply have compassion for those who are suffering, but also working to end the causes of the suffering.
And with these definitions in mind, 
These questions to help focus our thinking this morning:

What it would mean for us to say we all ordained into ministry,

To say we are all instruments of service?

What would it would mean for us to transform our love from emotion to action,

From affection for others to working on behalf of other’s well-being?

What would it look like if we were to sacrifice some of our well-being for someone else’s well-being?

And, How is our service, our ministry, different,

when we expand our love from acts of charity to include the cause of justice,
When we help not only to alleviate suffering, 
But also strive to alleviate the causes for that suffering?
These are the questions that engage me this morning.

That have me engaged me, actually, since two events:

The first, since learning about the work, the ministry, 

of a man named Ward ‘Mack’ McClendon,

and second, since visiting our congregation in Portland, Oregon
two Sundays ago and being inspired there by their ministry of love and justice.  

But first, I want us to meet Mack. 

I want us to imagine a big-shouldered African-American man,

A New Orleans native and 9th Ward resident,

And if you have never been there to the 9th Ward or seen pictures,

I want us to imagine a flat grass land just on the other side of the levy

That is basically a flood plain, and that before the storm more than four years ago

Laid claim to the highest rate of minority-owned property in the entire country.
After Katrina, after the devastation to his home and his neighborhood,

After watching his family get scattered all over the country,
Mack says ‘for five months I was numb, and then I turned angry –

Angry at local officials, angry at the government, at everybody and

Everything.”
Looking to distract himself from all his anger,

Mack, a former telephone technician, looked into buying

An old sugar-cane processing plant a few blocks from his home to work on his passion,

Which is old cars. 

But then, he says, “I walked into the cavernous building on 1001 Charbonnet Street

And as soon as I stood there
I felt myself being captivated by a different vision.”

What was this vision?

Mack says that after waiting mostly in vain for the government to respond,

He looked around, and he saw that despite all the aid, 

and all the charity of thousands of volunteers, 

70% of the elderly in his community still had not returned,
And the youth in his community still had few options,

And he asked himself: what if instead of waiting on others to be cavalry,

We were our own cavalry? What if in addition to seeking out charity,
We also sought out some justice?

So Mack abandoned the idea of refurbishing old cars,

And set about instead engaging a ministry of justice for his people,

A ministry born out of love, and a love that had him sacrifice his own-well-being

For the well-being of others.

In the room of the old building that once was to become a garage,

Mack envisioned instead a gymnasium for the kids to come
Off the streets to play in.
In the rooms that once were to hold his tools 

Mack envisioned instead a job training program for the young adults, 
And mentoring them would be the elders who had decided to return to their ravaged city.

In the kitchen that once we be for Mack alone,

Students would sharpen their culinary skills,

And the meals they made would be served free to the homeless.  
In August 2007 Mack bought the building on 1001 Charbonnet Road.

He put renovating his own home on hold, he sacrificed his own well-being,

And instead he brought together community groups and volunteers

To work on the center.  
You-Tube is filled with videos describing the work;
I encourage us to check it out.

And a year later, last year, the Lower 9th Ward Village Community Center 
opened its doors.
Its mission: to empower members of the community to serve and care for each other.
Its project: to connect elders and youth with services they need to become whole again.
Asks Mack “How many times do we ask ourselves what our purpose is?”
“Well, this is it for me.  I’ve found it.  I want this place to provide a blue-print
For how we can respond to tragedy in the world.”
In two weeks time, during the week of Nov.9th, 21 of us, 

21 of us propelled by the rest of you, for it is you from whom

These groups draw inspiration and strength, will meet Mack

When we go down to New Orleans to work on his home that is still largely 

Un-renovated since the storm. 

Pretty cool, huh?

And as remarkable as this, as I’m sure it will be,

I wonder if we sometimes wonder: why do we keep going back down there,
Now four years after Katrina,

Now on our 5th trip since 2006, when there other causes we might engage in?
And then I think about that poem we heard that was found in the Dome,

That has us lifting up the people there to the light and seeing them,
 That tells us we should not rest until
Dry land is found and homes are restored.

And I think about Richard Gilbert’s words, saying ‘we are all more human that otherwise.’

And I think about that word, love, how it is not just feeling compassion for 

People like Mack, but actually acting on behalf of Mack.

And then I think of that word, justice, how it says that the work of justice

Is sometimes about the act of sorting out what belongs to whom,

And returning it to them, 
and I’m wondering if this doesn’t sometimes mean
Helping to return to someone’s home to them.

And I think to myself: I don’t know if it’s possible to go to New Orleans enough!

And now let me carry us from New Orleans to Portland, Oregon – 

how is it possible such two different cities can exist in the same country? – 

And let me describe for you a Unitarian Universalist congregation 

of 1,500 adults and 600 children and youth that grew to that size, 
some 40% in one year,

after it tied a huge red ribbon around the church and all it’s supporting buildings
in response to anti-gay legislation on the ballot,

saying in large print all around that ribbon: HATE FREE ZONE!

 “After we did that,” says their now retired minister Marilyn Sewell, 
 people streamed in, 

curious and wondering what kind of church
Would challenge the presumption that hate is a religious value,

Curious and wondering what kind of church would preach about being 
More human than otherwise.

I was there in Portland listening to Marilyn tell us this story
Two weeks ago

So that I could discover for us, among other things,

What are the core principles of public witness, of social justice?

And then she preached to us a list, here unedited,

Heard just as it was said to us:

 - Be converted to the cause of the poor; gently confront entitlement.
 - Remember the mission of the church is to serve more than just its own    folks.

 - Understand how power works and use it well,

  
    meaning y’all (Marilyn is a southerner) should know about lobbying,

    about politics, about media…

      - Be bold (as in, don’t afraid to tie a big ribbon around your church, 

   even if it messes with the aesthetics for a while)

- Don’t wait until everyone agrees to act (because if you do you’ll never act on anything)


- Distinguish between charity and justice, and do both!

- Remember that we are a religious people, and as such 

   the work of charity and justice needs to be grounded in our spiritual lives

  (before every action, they light a chalice, they pray, they meditate)

- Be motivated by love, and not by righteous indignation.

- (My personal favorite) Do not be like the people or forces you are trying to change.

- And last…always, always, be hopeful.

This is a good list, yes?

Do you see why I am moved by it?
Do you see how it might challenge us, 

we who are this smaller, suburban congregation,

But who I think is learning, as I am as your minister, to ask: 

What is our ministry in the world?
And who is learning to answer this question, as I am, 

with acts of love, with acts of justice.

But that still has areas in which to grow, as I do,

In distinguishing between charity and justice,

In exercising boldness,

In acting without getting everyone’s agreement,

In grounding our social action in our spiritual action,

In dancing that delicate dance between ministering to ourselves

And ministering with love and justice to our neighborhoods,

Our towns, to the Mack’s of this world near and far, who need us.
And as for the good news - do we want to hear the good, hopeful news?

The good news is that we have before us plenty of opportunities
To practice.

You may be among the group that will soon be heading off to New Orleans.

You may be among those who able to support the group financially when

We take a special collection next week.

You may wait until the end of November.  

You may wait until you hear more about how you can help us host
Homeless families in our church during the week after Thanksgiving.

You may decide you want to join the group of us that lobbies that State House

In the spring on issues like homelessness and climate change.

You may couple this work by bring food for our food pantry, the baskets

Are in the back, and we still have a ways to go to meet our goal this fall.

You may – here’s an idea – you may decide that you don’t need to wait

To wait for an opportunity to be offered you,

That you may have your own vision for how we

Might minister with love and justice,

And you may look around you and ask if anyone wants to join you,
And you may decide to pursue that vision.

We are all more human than otherwise, says Dick Gilbert,
We share a common humanity.
And sometimes I fear in this big, complex world of ours, that being human
Means that we forget our individual power, our personal strength,
Our singular capacity to make a difference.

And here at the end I’m reminded of that wonderful quote by Margaret Mead

Who tells us to ‘never doubt that a small group of dedicated people

Can change the world.  Indeed it is the only thing that ever has.”

May we - motivated by love, engaged in the pursuit of justice,

Filled with a spirit of hope, 
Go forth to share our ministry.
We are all more human that otherwise.

And may we say together: ‘Amen.’

