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Opening Words and Chalice Lighting
-Frances Ellen Watkins Harper

We want more soul, a higher cultivation of spirittaeculties
We need more unselfishness, earnestness

and integrity of high and lofty enthusiasm

and beacons of light and hope,

People ready and willing to lay time, talent andneyw

on the altar of freedom.

Sermon: “Over My Head” © Rev. Sylvia A. Stocker

Normally, on Martin Luther King, Jr., Sunday my @cwould be civil rights. Unfortunately, all this
time after his death — almost 44 years! — theteaanuch to say about inequality and injustice. The
economic woes blanketing our nation — well, moshuf nation; 99% of our nation — those woes are
felt doubly in African-American communities and fdies. The African-American middle class is in
grave danger. In a time when all young adults gfieitp find paying work, African-American young
adults are unemployed at alarming rates. Normi#yuld talk about such things on Martin Luther
King, Jr., Sunday, trying to understand what odioas should be and where our hope resides. But it
iIsn't every day one's congregation turns 200 yeldrsas ours will do on Friday.

On January 20, 1812, 31 men of Brunswick signeddt@wving compact:

We, whose names are hereunder written, do prodelsslieve in the doctrine of universal salvation by
our Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ; and feelingut duty, as well as our privilege and highest
happiness, to worship the one living and true Go@lnrist Jesus, do hereby agree and enter into
solemn covenant, to assemble together as a reBdgsmeiety on the Sabbath as often as we can
conveniently, to worship the most high God; and W& will pay our proportion towards the expense
of procuring a convenient place for convening tbgetfor public and social worship, and for the
support of public teachers of piety, religion, adristian morality in our Society.

There is a lot | would change about that compattayoln fact, last fall we adopted a new covenant t
begin our third century together. But the old ofake for instance, the part about entering intersol
covenant to assemble on the Sabbath as often aam@onveniently. If that were our covenant today,
we would never gather at all! These days gathemggroup is hardly a matter of convenience. We are
all far too busy to attend services — let's facButt we're still here, and even in our temporarily
homeless condition — we are going strong. Perhaps germane to our celebration, we still
understand the importance of gathering, we stbgnize our need to do so, whether it's convement
not.

A lot has changed in 200 years ago. That originedgact is just a mere hint of the differences betwe
then and now. What were our forebears hearingarathback then?
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When our forebears first assembled, Bowdoin Collagehor of our town in many ways, was only 18
years old. Hard as it is to imagine, in 1812, Mawmld legally still be part of the badlands, the
Commonwealth of Massachusetts, for another 8 years.

In 1812, the most common mode of transportatiowéen towns was by boat — imagine our Bowdoin
students arriving by boat! —although stage coabldsbeen serving the town for about a dozen years a
that point. Roads between towns were few in numiex.Adroscoggin Bridge connecting Brunswick
and Topsham was only 16 years old. A turnpike bietéor wheeled vehicles was constructed between
Bowdoin College at a new Meeting House in Bath{atcorner of Center and High streets) in only
1805.

Those early conveners of our congregation woulahawvait another 14 years for the downtown
swamp to be filled and turned into the park we kioday as the Mall. They would have to 37 years
before the railroad reached town.

In 1812, Lewis and Clark, whose 2-year Corps otbiery expedition had made it all the way to the
west coast and back, had been home for only 6 ylEai812, our nation was still young, and the
British were still a threat. Indeed, less than 6the after our forebears signed their compact,itRrat
James Madison declared war on Britain. The war deuld two years later in 1814, although some
fighting both on land and sea continued in 181%5hbse word was slow to reach all soldiers and
sailors, who didn't have smart phones in those.days

In 1812, the industrial revolution had come to Bawitk. In a town that had once supported itself by
fishing, trapping, and shipbuilding, mills now poedinated — grist mills, saw mills, cotton mills.&h
Dennison Manufacturing Company began making boees im Brunswick. The same Dennison family
were pillars of our church. Indeed, one of thesildned glass windows had their name on it. Our
church bell, which has now survived two fires, wasally purchased by subscription Col Andrew
Dennison raised. When the bell was damaged andtraftar the first fire, Andrew Dennison's family
took charge of the project.

Transporting myself back to those times, | imagiame of our forebears lived through the
Revolutionary War. For them, the memory of gainimiependence was visceral, real. Then, too,
change and the possibility of prosperity, improvamand advancement were in the air, what with the
capturing of water power and the advent of indaktriachinery.

Against that hopeful backdrop, consider this malersn one. Our forebears lived in a time when an
iliness like diphtheria could sweep through a ragaod carry off many. Many graveyards from those
times contain gravestones for young children, oftem the same family, and sometimes dying only
days apart. For those who set themselves apamiagndalists, the mainstream religion of the day
must have offered little to reflect the feelinggpofsibility the times brought and it must haveeddt
little comfort in the face of the kinds of lossis people felt.

Specifically, the religion of the day, the religiohJohn Calvin and the reformed church, was cedter
around five basic points.



1. Total depravity, or the doctrine of original shiuman beings are completely sinful, fallen
creatures who have not capacity to save themselitiesut divine help.

2. Unconditional election. Salvation cannot be edr@od grants unconditional salvation through
grace alone.

3. Limited Atonement... God choses only a fewday few) to be saved. Jesus died only for the
elect.

4. lrresistable Grace... Those whom God elects daescst God's call. If you are chosen, the
grace of God is irresistable.

5. Perseverance of the Saints. One cannot lose @lpetgon.

Our forebears would have heard those messagesprerom the pulpits of the day. In contrast, they
would have known of the writings of Hosea Ballounomwvas then in him prime. For them, the more
hopeful message of universal salvation held sway.

1. Godis loving.

2. God saves all people, not based on merit, btdbas love for God's creation.

3. God wants people to be happy, both in this Iifé & the hereafter; thus God has given
humanity a nature that finds doing good deeplysBatig.

4. Human beings are morally equal. Those who doageiinot evil by nature, but unenlightened.

5. The spiritual leadership of Jesus guides humaaitio the work of God.

| have not been able to find an accounting of tivents reaction to the new church established ir2181
Across America, though, Universalism was regardeld geep suspicion. According to UU minister
and Universalist scholar Richard Trudeau, in sdatedies Universalists were forbidden to give
testimony at trials or to serve on juries becabhs& motive to be honest was called into questiuen
the early Unitarians reproached Universalism. AB4l8rticle in the Christian Register, the Unitarian
weekly newspaper stated:

Multitudes who embrace these doctrines, embraae thecause they are so congenial with the
debased and perverted feelings of their corrupted depraved hearts; because being a religion
without sanctions, it lays no restraint on theicious propensities and passions, and their impume a
depraved habit§Trudeau 87)

No matter. Universalism swept the land. By 186%dt one of America's largest denominations. A
hundred years later, when both Universalists antadans merged into one denomination to
strengthen their shrinking numbers, it could be $laat part of the reason for Universalism's declin
was its great theological success: By then, mamgtimost, progressive Christians had adopted a
Universalist viewpoint with regard to salvation.

But at least one sector of society remained uncmed of the value of a Universalist theology: Adnc
Americans were not drawn to it. Rev. Mark Morrideaed who has studied and written extensively
about the history of black people within our movatneonjectures that the lack of appeal had to do
with a weak theology of suffering:

For most black folks universal salvation was a tbgal absurdity. If the belief was true, knowledg

of divine love would lead to the regeneration @& idividual. Where, then, was the proof? Why did
the southern Universalists argue for slavery'sceffy rather than free their slaves? Where was the
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justice in black people's extraordinary sufferimgthis world if black and white alike shared etdrna
bliss in the next? If as Hosea Ballou said, “Gedas men to purify them. . . and does not requae m
to be pure in order to he may save them,” the ordéslavery loses its redemptive power.

Slaves could not reconcile such an optimistic amgiving message with their experience nor could
those living under Jim Crow laws and the ever-pnesiereat of being lynched. Universalism failed to
speak to the African-American experience becausastunable to shed any light on the meaning of
corporate black suffering, much less to proclaisyédemptive purpos€Morrison-Reed,
unpublished.)

The criticism is justified, | think. Except for otleing — the theology that proclaims suffering & b
redemptive: | disagree that slavery, or any suffgiwhatsoever, has redemptive power. | believe
violence is violence and suffering is sufferinggdareither are redemptive. “You'll get your rewand i
heaven,” the platitude sometimes offered in the fafcsuffering, makes my blood run cold, for it is
often used to justify suffering that is abhorremd anjustifiable.

Theology is always being fine-tuned, and Univestdheology is no exception. For me, the quesson i
not the centrality of love — | believe love is tteongest force in our possession for saving aesisiohg
the world. And the question is not about salvaafier death. Rather, the issue is the question of
salvation on this side of the grave. If love istcaly what does it require of me?

In their bookProverbs of Ashesheologians Rita Nakashima Brock and Rebecca Padtehe notion

of redemptive suffering on its head. At the he&€bristianity, they claim, the symbol of the crpss
which represents God's requirement that his owrbggout to death to save, to redeem, humankind,
sanctions violence. Some churches have greatlydthrmany by suggesting that suffering is a “cross
to bear.” Slavery and the soul-killing damage aise are perfect examples. So, too, are abusedswive
— often priests and ministers urge them to stayanriages that are literally killing them, in part,
because of a theology that suffering is redempBveck and Parker urge a new way, pointing out that
Jesus' death was not unique; the violence with hvhé&died was no more redemptive than the violence
with which the thousands of others crucified intimses died.

“Violence destroys life,'they sayPresence burns fiercely, but Presence cannot aderthe decisions
of perpetrators of violence. It is a human actteysghe hand of violence. Life is ours to choose.”
(Brock and Parker 248)

Salvation, they say, begins with courage... theagel of withesses whose gaze is stedstpady
witnesses neither flee in horror to hide their eyes console with sweet words, "It isn't all thozid.
Something good is intended by this.'... Steadyesstes end the hidden life of violence by brinding i
public attention. They help to restore souls fragted by violence. They accompany the journey to
healing.”

Next, they say, salvation requires loti€ainthearted love, idealized love, impatient losennot walk

in the valley of the shadow of death. Healing ltmreches the hidden wounds of violation, lances the
places of stored trauma, restores glimpses of Sdwé. world offers too few such love and care.
Violence persists.”

Last, they say, salvation requires mournii@rief... measures the weight of tragedy. It hollds
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memory of what might have been. The light of sorllovwinates where life has been diminished, its
missing faces, its torn photographs. Mourning despeverence for what is precious, what is already
destroyed, what must be embraced with fierce d@tetran, abiding faithfulness.” (Brock and Parker
250-251; above three quotations.)

Salvation requires courage, love, and mourningvad@in is possible on this side of the grave — the
work of salvation is work we are called to do.

Two hundred years ago, our forebears bravely setnapath, embracing a kinder, more loving God. It
was a path of liberation, freeing them from thefocws of doctrines that no longer served. | surmise
the way was not easy for them. Their radicallyeddét way set them apart, no doubt. And the annuls
of history tell the story of a public largely unklimnd unwelcoming to early Universalists. Stileyh

set an example for us... of thinking freely, of leximg the deeper questions, and of holding lovihat
center.

| believe present-day Universalism has a great dppity to take the learning of the past and go
deeper. We can create an expression of faith tiththolds love central, and seeks to understand wha
that encompassing love demands of us. In a codpleeks, on January 31, we, as a congregation,
have an opportunity to take up the call of thaelowhen we meet with others in our community to
examine how racism is expressed in the larger Bvigksculture. | cannot think of a better way of
launching the next two hundred years of religidvmight and experience in Brunswick Maine than to
invite love into our individual hearts and connens with others in such a way. May that event dg on
the start of a long and fruitful exploration.

So, you see? Today's sermon really does look kadasdin Luther King's legacy. It asks us to witees
his life and all he stood for to harness the leg#fayniversal and eternal love our forebears betineea
us, and to do something deeper to help that Idke ttald a bit more tenaciously in our world. As we
move forward into the next two hundred years, maybe called to hold front and center what an all-
embracing Love requires of us.
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