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Social Justice as Spirituality

January 17, 2010

Sermon

Good morning.  My name is Ken Goldberg and I’m the chair of the Social Justice Committee.  First, I would like to recognize Kim DeShayes, a very new member of the congregation and of the Social Justice Committee, who did a tremendous job as the behind-the-scenes organizer for this service.  This is my first year in that position, and I have the honor of following the lengthy and quite distinguished tenure of Rohn Hein.  Rohn was and continues to be an articulate spokesperson and tireless worker for Social Justice causes.  I feel honored to be in this position, and accepted it with great hopes and anticipation for the coming year, knowing I would have the support of Manish in the pulpit, and Rohn on our Board of Trustees.

As you probably know, we have focused heavily on the issue of marriage equality, knowing it was coming up in the lame duck session of our state legislature.  On Thursday, January 7, the State Senate voted the bill down.  Although many of us saw it coming, nothing could prepare me for the profound sadness I felt, knowing so many people I care about must continue to fight for this basic civil right.  Regardless of the result, I speak with confidence for the feeling of others on the social justice committee and for members of Interweave, that the response was outstanding, the participation by our congregants far in excess of what we could ever have imagined.

Although we’ve received some extremely positive feedback on our campaign for marriage equality, we have heard criticisms as well.  There were concerns that we were ignoring other issues that were equally important, concerns that we might be overly politicizing the church, and above all, it was noted that this is a spiritual organization. Questions were raised about whether our heavy focus on social justice might be moving us away from the spirituality of this church.  I hope to address those issues today, consider social justice as an act of spirituality, and give you some more information and insight about how the Social Justice Committee works, what to expect for the coming year, and how you can participate.

When I think of spirituality, I think of transition and growth.  I think of a process of personal evolution, a development of deeper understanding of oneself, one’s environment, and the world at large.  I think of journey, and I understand journey, first and foremost, through the journey I am on.  Perhaps it is fitting, being Martin Luther King Day weekend that I start with my journey toward greater racial understanding. 

I was not born a social activist.  I was not always aware of injustice.  I was not always outraged by injustice. 

At 17 years of age, I was a Goldwater Republican.  I took a bus trip to Louisiana.  On the way, I saw people living in shacks (there were no interstate highways at the time) and whites only signs.  I found this intellectually and historically curious, but that’s about all.  I enjoyed New Orleans, so the next year, I went to Tulane University.  In my four years at college, I became somewhat more liberal, but not particularly uncomfortable with the discrimination that was all around.  In one particular situation, I tolerated some racist utterings made quite cruelly to a young African American man, knowing it was wrong, but quietly sitting by.  

In 1969, I moved to New York to attend Columbia University.  Despite its radical student body, I was not actively involved.  The school is on the upper west side, in Morningside Heights, just south of Harlem.  In a period of anti-war protests, Columbia was distinguished from other universities in being among the first to speak out (some years before I arrived), and for having a social class and anti-racism tinge to its student body’s position.  So I absorbed some of the beliefs that were around me, but honestly, there was little interaction between the races, and certainly none that crossed over class lines.

I left Columbia after a year, to go to Long Island University, to switch fields and become a psychologist.
The major alteration in my way of seeing things came in 1973 when I took my internship at a state mental hospital.  It was my first exposure to the very seriously disturbed, and I formed a way of thinking that varied from what I was taught.  To my teachers and colleagues, my patients were afflicted with debilitating conditions which called for others to be in charge.  To me, despite the bizarre things they were doing and the considerable pain they felt, they were not truly different from you and me.  I saw continuity in the human condition.  I saw a need for independence, being in charge of one’s one life, regardless of how different or bizarre a person seemed.  Without realizing it, I had begun to adopt the first principle of Unitarian Universalism.

Seven years later, in 1980, Maryka and I had our first date.  Although our politics were different, our values were the same.  Maryka had been in the civil rights movement, listened to Malcolm X speak, was present when he died, had lived in East Harlem and married a black man as well.  Her understanding and empathy for the black community was not fundamentally different from how I saw my patients.

In 1984, Maryka had a miscarriage.  In 1985, we had a stillbirth.  Unable to have more children, we decided to adopt.  For Maryka, biracial adoption would not be much different from the children she might have had if her first marriage worked out.  For me, I do things quickly.  I spent no more than one weekend buying each of my first two homes.  We got Sasha in 4 months, BB in 6 weeks.  With that, it hit me the pervasive nature of anti-black racism that exists in this country.  We would have waited years to get a healthy white infant, at least a year to bring in an Asian or Latin American child.  Black children in need: it’s harder to get them placed.

So I became suddenly plunged into a multiethnic, multicultural world where I quickly learned what it was like to always be watched.  I remember taking Sasha to Disneyworld while she was still in a stroller.  At least two dozen times, she spit out her pacifier.  In seconds, someone called out to tell me what she did.  Our family was an object of curiosity, and I felt like turning to those who were watching, to say, “She tells me she’s mine.”
In 1988, I first came here to UUCCH, immediately connecting to the principles we have.  I realized that it was those principles that distinguished me from others in my field.  Then, in the late 1990s, there was a significant change in the nature of my practice.  I tapped into referral sources which gave me ongoing access to many different people, from different walks of life.  I’ve had many conversations with people of color, people who face racism every day of their lives, and many who have spent years in jail.  Frankly, these people aren’t much different from me in that they have good values, strong principles, and deserve respect in every way.  It is their stories that have compelled me to think the way I do.

I’ve come to realize that it is through the process of knowing others, empathy, experiencing lives through their stories, through their perceptions, that causes transition, and spiritual growth.  Although my story so far involves issues of race (and my views of the mentally ill), the notion of personal growth applies to everything else as well.  Many of you may associate me with the marriage equality movement.  I’ve certainly taken an active role this past fall.  But how many of you know why I do what I do. It is not because it makes common sense.  It’s not because it is politically correct.  It is not because I can honestly say I have never cringed seeing a man kiss a man.  It is because of my friends here in the church.  It is because of their stories, their feelings, and their pain.  In fact, it is mostly because of a single statement Nina Scarpa once made at a church meeting, discussing marriage equality.  As we were pondering the pros and cons of moving forward with marriage equality now – should there be marriage equality or should there be civil union for all, will marriage equality detract from other liberal causes, maybe more democrats would be elected if gay couples could wait a little longer – I heard my friend Nina Scarpa say, “I want to get married.”  That was it.  I WANT TO GET MARRIED.  That’s all it took.

Last week, I attended a gathering of friends in response to the recent defeat of the bill.  21 people were there – 15 straight, 6 gay.  Eleven others (mostly straight) sent emails of support despite their regrets that they could not make the meeting.  The hurt was pervasive throughout the room, and the tone dramatically different from what was conveyed in that prior meeting, when I first heard Nina tell us what she felt.  I, for one, felt deeply changed again.  The act of participation in the marriage equality movement had brought me into a more profound spiritual space, with greater closeness and deeper understanding of what was right, what was just. And of who I am.
The journey goes on.  My feelings on race and issues of sexual orientation have evolved through a process of listening and acting, but it need not be limited to those issues alone.
On the social justice committee, have a democracy of passions.  We follow the passions of our group, and the passions of this church. Every concept and cause is equally considered as long as there are people who are passionate about that cause.  This is why Marriage Equality came to the fore, but it is also behind our active involvement in the feeding the hungry.  We have a commitment to the Cherry Hill Food Pantry, not because we sat around a table and took a dispassionate vote on what issues to address, but because Sue Camlin and Felix Ulrich rolled up their sleeves, and got heavily involved.  And even more importantly, because they sit around the table and tell us what they do.  We are well aware that there are people in the church today who feel deeply about some issues and are dedicating their time, completely independent of our Social Justice Committee.  Their causes are no less worthy than the ones we have addressed.  It’s just that they have not been brought to our table.  There are two issues which provide good cases in point: Women’s rights and transgender rights.

For years, this church has been called to conscience on women’s issues by Womyn and Religion.  We’ve had some excellent services.  Many of us men have been individually called to task by our female friends, members of that group, for the things that we do.  Although we may not say it at the time, we, or I should at least say I, deeply appreciate the reminders I am given.  Yet, until recently, women’s issues have not been on our social justice agenda.  This fall, Renee Jones came to our meeting to challenge our consciousness.  She felt, passionately, that this should be one of our prime concerns. She couched the issue in global and domestic terms, highlighting such facts as the enslavement of women throughout the world – Did you know that far more women are taken into slavery every year, right now, than African Americans were enslaved during the dark days of US slavery.  Issues of sex trafficking, bride burning, acid attacks, mass rapes, violence, poverty, hunger, malnutrition, health care, education, reproductive rights, domestic violence have all been brought to the table of the Social Justice Committee, by Renee, under the heading of women’s rights issues.  Through Renee’s influence, I have purchased the book Half the Sky, an eye opening expose on the persecution of women worldwide.  I know I’m not saying anything new to many of you here, but it is new to me, and if not totally new, then perceived by me in a different way.  This is how we, as a spiritual community, congregating together in love, influence each other, heighten our shared awareness, and in the end, contribute to our journeys, to our evolution as people of faith.  Although the marriage equality movement is far from complete, we have completed this segment in our church’s efforts to rally behind a particular bill, a pressing cause, a moment in history. We have demonstrated that Social Justice is not the workings of a committee but the life of this church. We have demonstrated how numbers of people can be deeply changed through the act of participation in our marriage equality campaign, and how the church as a whole can be mobilized to action when action is needed.  It is in that vein that we hope to forge a partnership, between social justice and the women of this church, help advocate on issues that have been known for years by members of Womyn and Religion, just as Interweave was certainly well aware of what I now know, long before Social Justice picked up marriage equality as a particular cause.  Individual, spiritual change comes through action.  Women’s issues will be the next large issue on our agenda.

But wait, there are other issues which will come up as well, and in the same way, based on the passions of a single individual who sees a problem, has a passion, and speaks up to the group we have.  I give one church member great credit for recently educating our committee on the issue of transgender rights.  We are a welcoming community.  Garden State equality stands for LGBT.  Yet the T in that acronym is substantially different, the community in much greater danger, and the complexities not yet told.  Even in our midst, as liberal as we may be, there are differences within us in how we react to the transgender community, from where we are with lesbians and gays.  It is a difference many of us experience in our guts, a difference that clearly showed up in the survey during our ministerial search.  It’s in response to that personal, not just intellectual awareness, that transgender issues are now on the Social Justice Agenda.

I could go on and discuss in more detail some of the things social justice is doing – health care, peace movement, coordinated efforts with the Regional Coalition and the UU Legislative Ministry, and so forth, but I’m actually more interested in talking about the project we have not yet embarked upon. That project gets attention, but not currently by the Social Justice Committee.  That program has volunteers, passionate participants among the congregation here, yet it is never mentioned in our monthly reports.  That passion is the passion that you, the individual sitting here in church today, feels deeply in your heart.  And it may represent the deep seated feelings many of you have, sitting right alongside those who have been acting on their own, but have not brought it to the awareness of our church.  For Marriage Equality, we showed that through a concerted effort, we can rally this church behind a pressing and noble cause. In fact, today’s collection for Haiti followed a coordinated effort of your social justice committee, your board of trustees, and your UUCCH web team, to respond to an emerging and pressing need.  If we know your passions, we can do it for you, too.

At the beginning of this sermon, I promised I would discuss where social justice will be going in this church in the coming year.  Well, the answer is you.  It will go where you want us to go.  It will go where the passionate you wants us to go.  We have not taken surveys.  We have not looked for consensus.  We have looked for commitment, instead. We have looked for commitments which are individually held, and commitments which can be supported by the church as a whole.  We do not see our Social Justice Committee as a group of do-gooders who sit around a table to see how much good we can do.  The committee is the church, just as the music committee, worship committee, and RE are the church as well.  I may not be a music person, but I am stirred by the music played in this church.  We want to stir you on causes which are just.  And we want you to stir us with the causes in which you believe.

