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Chalice Lighting
When all the people of the world love,
Then the strong will not overpower the weak.
The many will not oppress the few.
The wealthy will not mock the poor.
The honored will not disdain the humble.
The cunning will not deceive the simple.
When all the people of the world love . . .
- Mo-tse

Reading #1	excerpt from Go Set a Watchman, by Harper Lee

The character, Jean Louise (known in her childhood as "Scout"), speaks about her discovery that her father, Atticus, is involved in racist activities the likes of which she would never have believed he was affiliated with.

When I grew up, and I did grow up with black people, they were Calpurnia, Zeebo the garbage collector, Tom the yard man, and whatever else their names were. There were hundreds of Negroes surrounding me, they were hands in the fields, who chopped the cotton, who worked the roads, who sawed the lumber to make our houses. They were poor, they were diseased and dirty, some were lazy and shiftless, but never in my life was I given the idea that I should despise one, should fear one, should be discourteous to one, or think that I could mistreat one and get away with it. They as a people did not enter my world, nor did I enter theirs: when I went hunting I did not trespass on a Negro's land, not because it was a Negro's, but because I was not supposed to trespass on anybody's land. I was taught never to take advantage of anybody who was less fortunate than myself, whether he be less fortunate in brains, wealth, or social position; it meant anybody, not just Negroes. I was given to understand that the reverse was to be despised. That is the way I was raised, by a black woman and a white man.

You must have lived it. If a man says to you, "This is the truth," and you believe him, and you discover what he says is not the truth, you are disappointed and you make sure you will not be caught out by him again.

But a man who has lived by truth - and you have believed in what he has lived - he does not leave you merely wary when he fails you, he leaves you with nothing. I think that is why I'm nearly out of my mind . . . (pp 178-179)

Reading #2	excerpt from Go Set a Watchman, by Harper Lee
Atticus's brother, Uncle Jack, speaks to Jean Louise about her discoveries.

"This afternoon I tried to give you some help in a roundabout way to make it easier for you, to give you some insight, to soften it a little . . .

"To soften what, Uncle Jack?"

"To soften your coming into this world."  . . . . 

"Every man's island, Jean Louise, every man's watchman, is his conscience. There is no such thing as a collective conscious. . . . Now you, Miss, born with your own conscience, somewhere along the line fastened it like a barnacle onto your father's. As you grew up, when you were grown, totally unknown to yourself, you confused your father with God. You never saw him as a man with a man's heart, and a man's failings – I'll grant you it may have been hard to see, he makes so few mistakes, but he makes 'em like all of us. . . . He wondered, sometimes, when your conscience and his would part company, and over what. . . ."

"Is that why he didn't lam into me? Is that why he didn't even try to defend himself?"

"He was letting you break your icons one by one. He was letting you reduce him to the status of a human being." 


SERMON	
Idols of Our Time
Rev. Anne Bancroft

From the Book of Isaiah, Chapter 21, verse 6:

For thus the Lord said to me:
“Go, set a watchman;
let him announce what he sees.

and from verse 9: 

". . . 'Fallen, fallen is Babylon; and all the images of her gods lie shattered on the ground.'"


This summer we got an interesting gift from the past. A book known to have been written by Harper Lee, author of the revered To Kill a Mockingbird, was finally published, one of only two. The new publication, entitled Go Set a Watchman, was apparently written prior to the publication of her best-seller and involves many of the same characters, though the theme is distinctly different. I wonder if any of you have read it?

I know a number of friends who have refused to, based on the suggestion that Lee may not really have given her permission, and wanting to respect her preferences. Rumor has it the book was largely unedited when it was discovered four years ago by her attorney, and that at the age of 89, following a stroke that has left her mostly blind and deaf, Lee may or may not have been in a position to make a choice one way or the other.

But it was published, and I read it. Relative to the intersection of time and location that is our monthly theme this month, I think it has something substantive to offer us, significantly by way of comparison with Lee's Pulitzer Prize-winning To Kill a Mockingbird. And I want to run something by you that I think helps explain some of the cultural predispositions in this country over the last 50 or more years since To Kill a Mockingbird became iconic – not just the book, but its movie version, with the unparalleled image of actor Gregory Peck playing the role of the principled and upstanding, white Atticus Finch.

Often sermons are said to comfort the afflicted; and sometimes they are intended to afflict the comfortable, though one hopes there is a restorative construct to walk away with. Truth in advertising: the latter is both my intention and my hope this morning.

To kill a mockingbird is to destroy something beautiful, something innocent, for no good reason. The father in the story of that title, Atticus Finch, is the local attorney in a small southern town who represents a black man charged with rape. Atticus evolves in the novel as the paragon of virtue: strong, wise, humble, and . . . oh, by the way, in the movie, tall and handsome. He is a respected town leader, a widower raising his two children, who adore him. He is a white man who does the right thing by a black man in the late 50's in Alabama. This book has been a requirement on high school reading lists for much of the last 60 years.


By contrast, the Atticus Finch in Go Set a Watchman turns out to be . . . flawed. He's the same attorney in the same small Southern town, but he's old, has severe arthritis, and is exposed – in the novel – as racist. (That's his flaw, by the way. The other two are just descriptors.) His daughter, Jean Louise, called Scout, who is 26 in this book and home for a visit to Maycomb, Alabama, from her professional life in New York City, discovers his shortcoming by overhearing him at a white supremacist meeting in town. She is stunned. She is profoundly hurt and confused, angry and disillusioned. How can this be? Her paragon, her idol, is a racist? The rug has been pulled out from under her. She is lost.

"But a man who has lived by truth – and you have believed in what he has lived – he does not leave you merely wary when he fails you, he leaves you with nothing. I think that is why I'm nearly out of my mind . . ."

What Jean Louise discovers in Go Set a Watchman is so very painful to her. I wonder if any of you have experienced this kind of disillusion, when someone you loved so dearly, or an idea you had built your foundation on, was destroyed and lay shattered on the ground so much so that you were nearly out of your mind. It rocks your world. It confuses everything. It makes mush out of solid. It turns sweet to bitter.

It occurs to me that every one of us who made an icon of Atticus Finch – for many of us, the Gregory Peck version of Atticus Finch – has the potential to feel dismayed in that way. People said as much when Go Set a Watchman was published this past summer. For so many of us, Atticus Finch was the framework of a redeeming interaction between white and black. We identified with his magnanimity. We rationalized our own biases by identifying with his virtue. We could claim our own non-racist identity by linking ourselves to this virtuous character, a man of his times who nonetheless believes and does the right thing, and wouldn't we, as well? With the publication of Go Set a Watchman, an idol of our time had been destroyed – this late 50's, early 60's image of racial virtue that all of us as white people could hang our hats on was, in truth, exposed as an illusion. The image of our "god" lay fallen on the ground, so that every one of us who had identified our own sense of equanimity and righteousness with the character of Atticus Finch was struck in the face by our own capacity for wrong.

Whether it was this experience, or another disillusionment, it is painful. It is hard.

The fact that we likely hadn't identified with the flawed side of this iconic, cultural idol for the last 60 years – but have offered To Kill a Mockingbird to every generation of high school students since it was published – has contributed, I think, to why we have been able to live in a sustained land of blind white privilege. We have named our selves Atticus – and adopted his virtues, measured as they were.

Perhaps there are other blind lands you have lived in, as well? Other virtues you have imagined for yourself?

When Scout recognizes Atticus's flaws in Go Set a Watchman, she had to confront her own biases – or lack of them for association with her father’s. 

"This afternoon I tried to give you some help in a roundabout way to make it easier for you, to give you some insight, to soften it a little . . . ."

"To soften what, Uncle Jack?"

"To soften your coming into this world."

To soften your coming into this broken, flawed, racist, oppressive world that we live in. In this time and place, I think many of us who are white, and privileged by that fact, among others, have never had to grow up, have never been required to come into this world as it really exists for all people.

It's a similar experience even if for you the disillusionment is not about race. But with this example, it is.

That's why a book like Waking Up White and Finding Myself in the Story of Race can make any kind of sensation as an awakening in 2015. Let's not imagine that people of color haven't woken up to the story of race since Day One in their lives. I just finished The Fire Next Time by James Baldwin. It was published in 1962. It's angry and real and based on the lived story of race by a black. He was awake a long time ago. He didn't have Atticus Finch to identify with. 

I think that's why a movement like Black Lives Matter can feel so confrontational to us as white people, because we've allowed ourselves to live into the humble and virtuous character of the unflawed savior – the Atticus Finch of To Kill a Mockingbird – instead of acknowledging our contribution to a broken culture that privileges us because of our color, and always has. We never had to meet the Atticus Finch in Go Set a Watchman. We, as a culture, have successfully protected ourselves from that.

What else do we protect ourselves from?

I wonder who chose to shelve the ideas in Harper Lee's first novel – of confronting our idols and recognizing our need to determine our own conscience – in favor of the revised book's perspective – setting up three or four generations of a skewed version of white. From a New York Times book review by Michiko Kakutani: 

How did a distressing narrative filled with characters spouting hate speech (from the casually patronizing to the disgustingly grotesque — and presumably meant to capture the extreme prejudice that could exist in small towns in the Deep South in the 1950s) mutate into a redemptive novel associated with the civil rights movement, hailed, in the words of the former civil rights activist and congressman Andrew Young, for giving us "a sense of emerging humanism and decency"? [15][footnoteRef:1] [1:  http://www.nytimes.com/2015/07/11/books/review-harper-lees-go-set-a-watchman-gives-atticus-finch-a-dark-side.html] 


Who chose to do that, and why? Did they imagine white people were not strong enough to confront the myth of equality? Did they know they were setting us up for, in what Oprah Winfrey has called "our national novel,"[footnoteRef:2] decades of fictional virtue to claim as our own? Was whoever made that editorial decision saving us from ourselves? Protecting us from the pain of seeing flawed humanity? [2:  Ibid.] 


We have certainly shattered other contemporary idols – real-life ones, at least. We know that Gandhi did not treat his wife or children well; that Martin Luther King tended to plagiarize, had affairs, and was a big smoker, by the way; and, that both JFK and RFK were rampant womanizers. Well, of course, it's fairly easy to bring humans – even elevated ones, important ones who did good things for humanity – down to size. Contemporary media makes it fairly impossible to hide ugly truths.

But a literary figure is harder to knock off his dais, and is thus much easier to hide behind.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Again from Kakutani's review: "One of the emotional through-lines in both ‘Mockingbird’ and ‘Watchman’ is a plea for empathy — as Atticus puts it in ‘Mockingbird’ to Scout: ‘You never really understand a person until you consider things from his point of view.’ The difference is that," Kakutani continues, "‘Mockingbird’ suggested that we should have compassion for outsiders like Boo and Tom Robinson, while ‘Watchman’ asks us to have understanding for a bigot named Atticus."

Growing up is hard. We all watch our young people struggle to do it. We were all young people once, as well. And sometimes growing up happens at the ripest of old ages. Disillusion hurts, especially when it involves our own failures, because accepting unmeasured fictional truths as a part of our personal identities is its own kind of failure. For all of us who have identified with Atticus the hero, or any other hero who represents unconflicted virtue, we have work to do: recognition, reconciliation, and then maybe down the road . . . forgiveness, of ourselves most of all.

In whatever arena we have set up an idol that serves to protect us from truth – in relationship to ourselves or to others – we must work to dismantle it because it captures us in a cycle of immaturity, of narrow and constrained capacity. 

We can't be whole, reconciled, emotionally functional and mature if we're not willing to confront our false idols, even when it's hard. 

Harper Lee gave us the gift of honesty – of recognition – and of an ability to evolve, to mature, to integrate hard truth into broken truth. 

What does it look like? I'm not sure. It's likely different for each one of us. 

For Debby Irving, who wrote the book Waking Up White that has been our common read, it meant waking up to systemic racism and the part she plays in it. Recognition is at least that, for many of us, severing the identification with the iconic Atticus and recognizing ourselves and our biased world in the flawed one. 

I wonder – I wonder if we, as a community, might have the courage – and seriously, it takes a lot of courage – to put a Black Lives Matters sign in front of our church?

It might be a symbol of our willingness to be vulnerable, as a collective statement, but also an individual one that recognizes our very intimate, human, and frightened frailness.

"Fallen, fallen is Babylon; and all the images of her gods lie shattered on the ground."

It is hard to lose our icons, our idols. And I think ultimately only love saves us – that ethereal and amazing emotion that says we can overcome our disappointments, our insecurities, our broken trusts – the kind of love that raises us up out of our struggling, and holds us up to clearer truths.

Let's put our books down and leave Atticus on the pages of fiction. Let's identify our own abilities to live right here, right now, in the messy and broken world we inhabit with the strength of our own convictions. 

Hopefully that means standing on the side of right – standing on the side that works to overcome the precedents of history that have not served all people well, at all. 

Let's rise in body and spirit, be our own watchmen, and commit to standing on the side of love.

Final Hymn	“Standing on the Side of Love”
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