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Opening Words	

"The Summer Day" 
by Mary Oliver

Who made the world?
Who made the swan, and the black bear?
Who made the grasshopper?
This grasshopper, I mean --
the one who has flung herself out of the grass,
the one who is eating sugar out of my hand,
who is moving her jaws back and forth instead of up and down --
who is gazing around with her enormous and complicated eyes.
Now she lifts her pale forearms and thoroughly washes her face.
Now she snaps her wings open, and floats away.
I don't know exactly what a prayer is.
I do know how to pay attention, how to fall down 
into the grass, how to kneel down in the grass, 
how to be idle and blessed, how to stroll through the fields, 
which is what I have been doing all day. 
Tell me, what else should I have done? 
Doesn't everything die at last, and too soon? 
Tell me, what is it you plan to do 
with your one wild and precious life?


Story for All Ages

"Joha and His Donkey"
An Arabic Story by Jawaher Mutlaq Alotaibi
(http://www.storyjumper.com/book/index/14746422/Joha-and-His-Donkey)
Mullah Joha and his son set out for the market with their donkey following behind them. As they passed some men outside a shop drinking tea, they overheard a whispered, "Look at that man! How can he be so mean as to make his child walk to the market when he has a donkey?" 
Joha was so embarrassed he picked up his son and put him on the donkey's back. They continued this way for a while, until they passed several women also on their way to the market. "For shame," Joha heard one woman say to another. "Look at that child, riding the donkey while he makes his poor father walk. Doesn't he have any respect for his elders?" 
Shaking his head, Joha took his son from the donkey and climbed up himself. Sure enough, they hadn’t travelled far, when yet another person criticized Joha for selfishness, riding on the donkey while his son must walk. 
Groaning, Joha placed his son on the saddle before him. They would share the ride! 
Alas, a little further along they passed an old man with his friend who cried, "How cruel to overload the donkey like that!" 
There is only one thing to do, thought Joha in despair. He and his son dismounted and with great difficulty, heaved the donkey upon his own back and staggered on with their journey. As they went down the road, everyone began to laugh: what a stupid man carrying his donkey instead of riding it! 
Shamefaced, Joha put down the donkey, and they continued to the market exactly as they had started, all three walking. 
Later, Joha looked at his son: "So you see," he said with a wise nod, "it is clearly not possible to please all people. It is better to do what you know is right and please God." 

Reading #1

from Civil Disobedience, by Henry David Thoreau
"Must the citizen ever for a moment, or in the least degree, resign his conscience to the legislator? Why has every man a conscience then? I think that we should be men first, and subjects afterward. It is not desirable to cultivate a respect for the law, so much as for the right. The only obligation which I have a right to assume is to do at any time what I think right."


Reading #2

Matthew 21:28-32
”What do you think? A man had two sons; he went to the first and said, ‘Son, go and work in the vineyard today.’ He answered, ‘I will not’; but later he changed his mind and went. The father went to the second and said the same; and he answered, ‘I go, sir’; but he did not go. Which of the two did the will of his father?” They said, “The first.” Jesus said to them, “Truly I tell you, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are going into the kingdom of God ahead of you. For John came to you in the way of righteousness and you did not believe him, but the tax collectors and the prostitutes believed him; and even after you saw it, you did not change your minds and believe him.


Sermon	
By a Vision Called
Rev. Anne Bancroft

Our 11- and 12-year-olds are going to begin a new curriculum next week called Amazing Grace -- a study of right and wrong. "Amazing Grace intends to help sixth graders understand right and wrong and act on their new understanding. Its purpose is to equip them for moving safely and productively through the middle and high school years, when they will be continually tugged toward both ends of the ethics continuum." (http://www.uua.org/re/tapestry/children/grace) 

In the interest of creating an environment of shared learning, I want to invite us all to play one of the games that our young people will be participating in their first week. You'll remember that this month's theme is humility -- there are very few things as humbling as reliving adolescence, right?!

The game is called Wall-to-Wall, and when they play it they will be moving from one side of the room to the other -- no standing in the middle. We'll adapt slightly and invite you to use your right hand for yes, your left hand for no. 

Right and wrong are ...
What your parents and families say they are: yes or no?
What God says they are: yes or no?
What your religion says they are: yes or no?
What your peer group says they are: yes or no?
What the law says they are: yes or no?
What you say they are: yes or no?

Now I want you to consider:
Was it easy or hard to make up your mind about where to stand?
Were some choices easier (or harder) than others?
Are there certain situations where right and wrong are defined for you and you do not have a say?
Does age or other identities (such as gender, ethnicity, and ability) have an effect on who decides what is 
wrong or right?

And lastly -- 
When you chose a wall, did you make your own decision?
Did you look around to see where other people were going first?
Is it okay to see what other people think before you act?

It's not always easy, is it, this right or wrong thing! It's not always any easier just because we are a bit older!

We're in this time of assessment right now -- perhaps we always are to a certain degree -- but, you know, when the seasons change, the light and temperatures shift, when our calendars adjust from summer mode to fall, or -- as for our Jewish friends -- the holidays remind us that the book of life is open and we are being judged, in those times we are called to reflection. It's a good time to think about our place in the order of things -- how we choose, if you will, to be engaged in the world -- not just individually, but as a community of seekers. How do we want to be here, in this life, at this time? How do we want to use our sense of right and wrong?

Our Joha story presents us with the same questions as our Wall-to-Wall game: who chooses what is right for each of us? It's easy to laugh at poor Joha, victim to the snarky responses and heckling of his neighbors, the laughing behind his back, the pointed fingers. Joha is trying hard not to look the fool and ultimately feels entirely foolish as a result. How many of us can relate to his quandary: finding ourselves in environments, perhaps, where everyone else seems to know just how to behave, or dress, or belong -- and, you know, we didn't get the memo. 

And then the words from Thoreau -- who would have us know not only the imperative to follow our own hearts in discerning right from wrong, but the imperative to act on our hearts' choices, as well. He wrote the essay Civil Disobedience partially in response to his having been arrested for not paying taxes. Thoreau observed his tax dollars supporting both the institution of slavery and the engagement in war with Mexico, both of which he felt were abhorrent. Having chosen not to pay his taxes, he was arrested and spent a night in jail. You may be familiar with the story about Emerson going to pick him up, and asking, "Henry, what are doing in there?" Thoreau's response, "The question, Ralph Waldo, is what are you doing out there?" How, when we know the errors of our institutions, can we not object? can we not respond?

As a little bit of an aside, there was apparently some question as to what Thoreau intended by the term "civil" disobedience. Did he infer that the disobedience would be a polite one? a non-confrontational one? (We're going to have a civil disobedience this afternoon at 3:00 to which you're all invited -- bring tea.) No, in fact that it was disobedience to the state, the government, because the relationship between the state and the governed was somehow askew and required the individual's response.

We know, ironically, that Thoreau was not a churchgoer. Like Emerson, he had parted ways with organized religion. So we might wonder how his story relates to us here, in this sanctuary, this house of worship -- when the influence of our choices of right and wrong determined by faith are constitutionally separated from our civic engagement? We can't impel our faith's choices onto the political stage, by definition, so the question becomes how we -- as a faith community -- determine our imperative to respond to society's ills, to what is right or wrong -- or do we? Is it ok for us to encourage individual reflection alone, and individual response to what we determine is wrong? 

There is likely a big range of perspective here about whether our reaction to right and wrong should be a collective action. Some of us have all that we can manage right in our own backyards, and we want our church to be a place of respite and rejuvenation. Some of us feel compelled to take on the world's ills, and want our church to be a coordinated environment of social change! Most of us are likely somewhere in the middle. I shared the comment last year from E.B. White: I arise in the morning torn between a desire to improve the world and a desire to enjoy the world. This makes it hard to plan the day.

How much harder, then, to coordinate our efforts beyond the contemplative? Is there really a place for us, as a congregation, to take action? 

I offer this morning's Gospel reading as a perspective I'd like to encourage us to consider. It's from the Book of Matthew, one of the synoptic Gospels -- the three "similar" in stories and tone, though unique to themselves. In a class last week, the UU minister and Bible scholar, the Rev. Carl Scovel, suggested there are three ways to read scripture -- and by that I'm confident he meant all scripture, not just Christian. First, as literature. Second, as history. And, third, reading to discover the life behind the text, which is how I would like us to think about this morning's text. What does it offer us in the context of our question this morning about what to do when we determine -- for ourselves -- that something needs attention?

John the Baptist preceded the arrival of Jesus on the scripture scene, announcing, you may remember, that there was someone who was going to change the order of things -- that a prophet was going to come along who would give hope to the disempowered, who would offer a vision of a more loving and peace-filled world. The prostitutes and the tax collectors heard the news and believed it could happen. Somehow the vision of hope changed them. 

The two sons were far more ambivalent. When directed by their father to go into the vineyard, the first said, No, he didn't think he'd go -- but then changed his mind and went. The second said, Yes, he would go to work, and didn't. Neither of them appeared to have a burning sense of doing the right thing, though I suppose the one who changed his mind and actually went was more convincing than his brother. But the point is, they had no vision of what their purpose was, of how their father's request would contribute to making a better world around them. The parable suggests that this guy, John, comes along and says life can be better and yet unlike those with more to lose -- like the prostitutes and tax collectors -- they didn't believe it - and their ambivalence disserved the world.

Our children are going to be challenged with lots of questions this year, learning about their own capacity to choose between right and wrong not just for the sake of knowing it, but because ultimately, they will be presented with choices about what they are willing to DO about it. They will be asked to consider, for example, the following conundrum:

You are planning to stay at a friend's house when your parents go away for the weekend. You find out that the friend's parents are going away, too. They think the friend is staying with you. Your friend says not to tell anybody. What do you do?

OR You know that a friend got a bad grade on a test at school. You also know that the friend is telling family members and other kids that the grade was much higher. What do you do?

And they are going to be reminded that their choices, not just individually but collectively, have an impact on the kind of world we live in. In the extreme, if we all cheat and lie, then we live in world of liars and cheaters; or, less dramatically, if we all act only on our own behalf, then we have no common good. We need to be reminded that that is not the world that has to be -- we can do better, we can create better. And a vision can guide us.

I was asked to speak at the opening of a new climate justice initiative recently -- a group called Mass Power Forward, which is a collaborative of more than 80 climate justice groups across the state that will be working on behalf of smart and sustainable energy planning. "Make no mistake," I reminded them, "energy policy and economic choices are matters of faith. We are accustomed to thinking of the dollar and the divine as mutually exclusive, but that is not so! It is not a matter of following our hearts' calling OR financial gain, but of prioritizing smart and efficient and cost-effective choices that will respect our place on this planet, and care for its keeping and all its creatures."

I mentioned our familiar separation of church and state earlier this morning. We're all familiar with the idea that our churches are free from government-imposed influence, and vice versa. But that amendment does not exonerate us from the moral imperative to work for the vision we have of a better world, a safer world, and more thoughtful and just world. Every choice we make is a matter of the spirit, of the inner voice that informs our ability to know right from wrong, and DO something about it. That's why we're using this curriculum with our children here, at church, in this place of the spirit that is only one place where our hearts and souls engage.

A hundred and fifty some-odd years ago, this congregation supported its minister in his vision of a more just and peace-filled world -- and we carry his name as a reminder of that vision and boldness. Only this morning on “On Being” with Krista Tippett I heard his words invoked again! "The arc of the universe is long, and  . . . " Undoubtedly, many decisions were made between then and your more recent vote, 10 or so years ago, to be a Welcoming Congregation, making a public statement of welcome to another socially oppressed community, because it was right, not because it was popular or easy. You did not wait to see how you should be riding the donkey, or carrying it!

The question becomes how we are carrying our vision forward today? Mary Oliver asked of us, "what is it YOU plan to do with your one wild and precious life?" I ask of all of us together, what is it WE plan to do, here in our time?

We are guided by a shared vision: to nurture and strengthen each other with love, and to promote justice with compassion. We have the vision; we have a sense, I believe, of right and wrong. On behalf of our children and our world, we must ask ourselves, now "What will we do?"

I trust it will be a robust conversation! 
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