July, 2011 Sermon – Beyond Right and Wrong

Rev. Thea Nietfeld

As part of the Smoky Hill River Festival in Salina a couple of weeks ago, I participated in a storytelling workshop with a dedicated Quaker storyteller, Bill Harley.  Bill said that what makes a story interesting is how a character responds to difficulties/ to a surprising and challenging turn of events or when they find themselves in a surprising and challenging new world...  Its why the traditional “hero's journey” stories never get old...

Its not so much that we have to travel – in space or fantasy – as that we can notice  what it is about our world that surprises and challenges us...and step up!:  We can be Unitarian Universalist heros by having the courage to converse in the field – out beyond rightdoing and wrongdoing...

Its heroic to step up to day-to-day challenges and speak your truth, seeking creative responses.

For example --

I was surprised and challenged by September 11, 2001...but even more by the grey pall of its pervasive  presence  since then...I need creative conversation about this...  How does it help to “never forget?”

I was surprised and challenged by Arab countries standing up to long-term, tyrannical governments... and I need creative conversation – including online conversation with participants about this...

And then there's the unstable global and national economies and the unpredictable and harsh weather...and the surprisingly harsh behavior of elected officials, including top KS officials who appear to care more about national headlines than the lives of citizens in KS... I need to talk about this...

Such surprises and challenges could make us feel hopeless and like we don't care to engage;

Or,

we could imagine that our way of seeing things matters...and we could seek out a conversational approach to understanding and addressing our common concerns:  This means we would speak to those with whom we differ, even when they initiate the conversation.

Here's a 3C approach to holistic spiritual and political engagement:  contemplate, converse, commit.

We begin with contemplation:  One of the sources of our faith is science...and I think many of us find inspiration from the latest scientific research because it grounds us in reality.

Then creative conversation – I wonder if this is also how it works for you –  my most significant changes come from insights that happen in creative conversations...  they are most likely to happen when I have sufficient restraint to listen deeply...and sufficient self-awareness to say only what I've thought through. 

and maintaining steady commitment, having the faith to stay put – because anything worth doing isn't completed in our lifetime.

This model for engagement doesn't have to do with elections or competitive issue campaigns, though these may be part of any effort on a particular concern.  We can approach the realm we usually call “political” from an angle that supports the wholeness of our lives as spiritual-political-personally-focused beings.

*

Beginning with contemplation:

People are literally changing the way the world works, and scientists have begun to call the geologic era we are living in “The Anthropocene”. - humans have that much impact on earth's geology  (The Economist, May 28th, 2011)

And yet, our brains are just evolved enough to know that we are going to die and that if we thought about the implications of that awareness too much, we'd be too depressed to do anything – so we generally don't remember  or anticipate the negative consequences of our behavior.  (Time,  June 6, 2011)

Two recent scientific disclosures have been a source of contemplation for me:

In the May 28 Issue of the Economist:  there's an article on how the earth's geology – the structure and systems of all life -  is being shaped by humans:  recently, Paul Crutzen, an eminent atmospheric chemist, realized he was living in an age shaped primarily by people and so suggested that we call this age Anthropocene, “the recent age of man”.  Rather than considering people as one among many species, as we learned to do from Darwin,  this approach says humans have a special impact on the earth and the vast majority of its ecosystems.  

   With a systems approach to earth's vitality, we can see that the carbon cycle has been changed by humans...which affects everything else in the system.   There is a tipping point in which the system may shift permanently into working differently, but we don't know exactly where that tipping point is.

Human intelligence, supported by cooperation and innovation, is also  an Earth-system input...and could be what offers a counter-balance for the whole Earth-system.

The inspiration I find in this is that what we do matters.  And when we think through what's real and speak our truth,  it could be a step toward saving the world...However,  maybe this comes from my  Optimism Bias:

Tali Sharot's  recent book The Optimism Bias  reveals that the human brain puts rose-colored glasses on intelligence - so that humans are more likely to forecast optimistic possibilities – even when we have objective information to the contrary:

For example 10 % of Americans expect to live to 100, when in reality, 0.02% live that long.

Contrasting their own well-being with that of others, 76% of those surveyed said they were optimistic about their own family's future, while 70% thought that families in general were less successful than in their parents' day.

Being optimistic helps us learn from mistakes – an optimistic student will perform better than one with low self-expectations;  the difference is in seeking to do better  - having hope – or expecting nothing/having no hope...

And finally, once we have made a decision, our brain places value on and faith in our choice, so that our tension or inner conflict is reduced.

Our brains are hard-wired for optimism because in order to survive, people need hope:  we need to remember and anticipate positive outcomes if we are going to initiate anything.  The alternative is – that since we are aware of our own death, we wouldn't initiate anything!  So, the brain actually enhances the flow of positive emotions so that there is more brain activity when one is imagining positive future events than otherwise.  If we didn't have this, the author believes we would all be mildly depressed.

What inspires me when I contemplate this study is that its possible to be self-reflective –  we can be aware of our hard-wired inclinations and try to have the openness to see reality accurately:

for example:  peak oil,  economy,  Arab Spring.

When events are challenging, there will be surprising conflicts.  The aspiration is to turn these into creative conversations that results in more understanding:

When I was helping the UU Fellowship of Manhattan develop a conflict resolution process, there was a lot of interest in reflection questions for the individuals involved...

I was impressed by the desire by members to reflect on their  own part in the conflict;  they were willing to use conflict as a learning opportunity/  an chance to go “out beyond wrongdoing and rightdoing”... out in the field.

Here are some other questions that we might ask ourselves, for the purpose of self-awareness:

Am I ready to be honest, vulnerable, and transparent, even when others are not?

Since everyone has a piece of the truth, am I ready to hear others' truths that differ from my understanding?

Am I approaching the opponent as a potential friend, with human failings and wounds?  Am I giving them the benefit of their sacred humanity?

When my feelings are hurt, am I prepared to not hurt back?

Am I entering conversations with inner calm?  And do I know how to soothe myself and restore inner peace when I become rattled?

And then during the conversation, it can be useful to check in with one's self...

How am I showing that I am listening deeply, expressing empathy,  and trying to understand?  

When the opponent is defensive or may be threatened, how am I showing care and  allowing face-saving?

How am I showing willingness to shift plans?  To creatively collaborate?

How am I doing my part to keep the conversation on the immediate issue in front of us?

Am I recognizing unintentional hurt that I or our group causes and seeking to repair it/restore wholeness to the extent possible?

Self-reflection before and during conversation keeps us on track for having the kind of conversation we intend.

Out in the field, beyond competitive conflict,  we notice the value of self-restraint:   For those of us with much education – who are articulate and passionate about improving the world – RESTRAINT is   a difficult  discipline;

And...Restraint can be a beautiful thing:  

I heard a choir recently where the beauty was in the restraint....  Clearly there was more breath and volume  in them, individually and collectively...than they were releasing, and this holding back of what they could do kept my attention and enabled a more satisfying harmony than if everyone or some would have sung without  awareness of the whole.

That's what we can do in creative conversations:

To keep conversation creative, we need to go beyond advocating for specific interests or positions and be ready to be changed...or at least influenced. 

For day to day examples,  I want to lift up 2 ways Salina UUs have engaged in creative conversation with people from the community: 

From March through May, our Fellowship maintained a steady editorial page presence in response to a person who described the fear-based conventional story:  He wrote that when we throw out God's word regarding the immorality of homosexuality and let everyone decide for themselves what's right or wrong, we will end up in social chaos.  I responded that its a positive social change to increase acceptance of GLBT people because everyone has inherent worth and that many images of God support unity with diversity.

The letter-writer responded by attacking me and Unitarian Universalism.  Then 2 of our members responded over the next few weeks – with one focusing on our principles and the other on   how Unitarian Universalism works, including an analysis of the Sodom and Gomorrah story.  We ended with agreement:  the original letter-writer attacked us for caring more about what happens in this world than with God's  judgment regarding our eternal destination.  And that is true.

On tax day in April, a handful of Unitarian Universalists and a second handful of  members of Pax Christi, the Catholic-based peace group, met tea - partiers in the civic plaza;   we joined the Tea Party  Restoring Liberty rally and handed out leaflets showing which corporations were not paying taxes they owed.  Our leaflets were quite popular;  it might have been a common conversation topic if they hadn't had local and national elected officials taking all the air time.

When I talked about it with an actual tea partier a few days later, he told me he hadn't liked the bombastic tone and language of the rally;  he had been hoping for more substance about the issues of government debt, spending, and taxes...

Now these  were surprises to me:  in my ignorance, I thought that people who support tea party rallies only want information from speakers who say simple things loudly.  Now I know better.what I learned  from standing outside with them is that many of those who gathered want more information, and maybe even a different style,  than they got from invited presenters -  who predictably and broadly criticized the president and the government.

We stepped up in these situations because we had already thought through what was true for us, and these were opportunities to say it...as well as to learn from engaging.    It took a hero's courage to step up in these cases, not so much because it was dangerous as because it was so ordinary.  The easiest thing is to fail to see surprises and challenges in ordinary life, and  step up.

Commitment – 

I got into the habit as a young activist of moving with the social change fashion of the hour.  There's a power in aligning with what's on peoples' minds.  Dabbling in issues could be compared to skipping among spiritual disciplines – from prayer to sacred dance to chanting...so that we know the variety but not the depth of a particular one.   I have also done this, which again, has a certain value!  

These days, I'm trying to learn new, sustainable habits – like “staying put.”

UU minister Michael Schuler, from Madison, WI,  recently published a book about sustainable practices:  Making the Good Life Last.   He offers 4 keys to sustainable living:  pay attention, stay put, exercise patience, and practice prudence.

To “Stay Put”, we stick with, not only our place and our relationships, but also our vocation and our social concerns...which need people who can describe the movement  and surprises and responses ...over time.

Do you know people – maybe from this congregation – who have stayed with their work or volunteer project over the years...so that they know all those who are allied or opposed or might influence what's going on in the field?  And have you noticed how the longer someone is in a field, the more they do not talk about “rightdoing and wrongdoing”, but rather present a holistic/ big picture view that fails to separate into “one side” and “the other side.”...


When the world changes around us and we need to respond in new ways, the hero's story doesn't require a journey to a new world...

What we need, which could be more difficult, is to think through what matters, engage in challenging conversation on topics we've thought about...with people we disagree with, and stay with it, even if it might change us.

As David Korten said in our reading, we need to speak our truth courageously, so that others can also speak their truths and together, we create a new story of human possibility:

When times have called for a new story, we are part of a tradition and movement that has had the courage to be realistic and self-aware, and then to step out into what could be a hero's journey. 

For example, GLBT equality and NY gay marriage;  Economic equity and Dick Gilbert...

Most of us have a social issue that interests or concerns us;  The issue might have come to our attention through UU channels or friends or from specific life experiences or education.

I invite you to give one of those concerns some dedicated engagement – with some joy and open-endedness...with the image of the field and the sky as background.

I invite you to support your wholeness as you participate in saving the world by using a 3C approach:  contemplate, converse, commit;  

Let yourself contemplate what you know is real about life and yourself ,  speak your truth in creative conversations, with restraint, and commit to staying put.

###

Discussion Questions:

Is there anything in the congregation that is already working like this?  In another sphere of your life?

What wisdom does our UU tradition bring to this knowledge?  What are the moral implications?

The creative conversations that integrate personal-political-spiritual life might have to do with

--the state of acceptance of GLBT persons by people of faith

--construction of a new facility to build nuclear weapons near Kansas City

--local food 

--US involvement in wars in Afghanistan and Iraq and whose taxes that pay for these

--the rebellion of citizens against tyrannical leaders in Arab countries this spring

--sharing resources and opportunities in new ways

--distinguishing carefully between candidates and elected officials concerned with the common good from those who are not

OPENING WORDS:

“Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing

there is a field.  I'll meet you there.

When the soul lies down in that grass,

the world is too full to talk about.

Ideas, language, even the phrase each other

doesn't make any sense.”   from Essential Rumi, Coleman Barks

*

READING from The Great Turning:  From Empire to Earth Community by David Korten

“If you feel out of step with the way things are going in your community, nation, and the world, take heart.  Your distress indicates that you are among the sane in an insane world and in very good company... (354)

Many of us have serious doubts about the validity and values of the prevailing stories (that limit human potential by promoting hierarchical order through fear.)  Yet because we rarely hear them challenged by credible voices, we fear ridicule if we give voice to our doubts.  Truth silenced becomes truth denied.

The process of change begins as those who experience an awakening of the higher orders of human consciousness find the courage to break the silence by speaking openly of the truth in their hearts.  The more openly we each speak our truth, the more readily others find the courage to speak theirs.  We can then more easily find one another and end our isolation...as we form communities of congruence in which we share our insights, bolster our courage, and give expression to stories that demonstrate and celebrate the possibilities of  (an egalitarian and democratic world which nurtures mature human potential.  (355)

To avoid being overwhelmed by the magnitude of the work before us, we need to keep three things in mind.  Although the work may at times seem lonely, tens of millions, perhaps hundreds of millions, of people are already engaged in it.  Second, every contribution, no matter how seemingly insignificant, helps shift the balance.  Third, we each can do no more than our individual best.  (357)

The work begins with embracing the truth that it is within our means to choose our future and to place our capacity for reflective choice at the service of Creation's continued unfolding.  (359)

###

