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As I walk through this wicked world 
Searchin' for light in the darkness of insanity 
I ask myself, is all hope blasted 
Is there only pain, hatred and misery? 

And each time I feel like this inside 
Just one thing I want to know 
Oh, what's so funny 'bout 
Peace, Love & Understanding? 

And as I walk on through troubled times 
My spirit gets so downhearted sometimes 
So where are the strong?, and who are the trusted? 
Where is the harmony, sweet harmony? 

'Cause each time I feel like slippin' away 
It just make me want to cry 
So what's so funny 'bout 
Peace, Love & Understanding? 
Oh, what's so funny 'bout 
Peace, Love & Understanding?
This morning I’m talking about the second of our seven UU principles, which name the values we covenant together to affirm and promote. “Covenant” means to promise. By signing the membership book of this church you are promising to affirm, which means to say out loud that you agree with, and promote, which means to say it in public to people who might argue with you. The easy part is that most of our principles are so mildly stated and general that most people would say they agree with them. The harder part is actually walking the path they lay out for us on a daily, personal basis.  The first principle we talked about was that we affirm and promote the inherent worth and dignity of every person. That principle will only get you and argument from people who believe in  Original Sin, people who believe some skin tones and ethnic backgrounds make you less worthwhile than others, and people who think gay people are subhuman.  OK, well, that’s a lot of people right there who would argue with us as we promote our first principle. Let’s see about the second one.  “We covenant to affirm and promote justice, equity and compassion in human relations.”
 
If you were to write this for a child, you might say “We should be kind and things should be fair.”  Justice is making things right and fair. You get what you deserve.  Your actions have consequences. You open something, you close it. You pick something up, you have to put it back in its place. You dirty something, you clean it up again. You do the crime, you do the time.  We covenant together to promote this value. 

Equity is wanting justice for everybody equally. We agree that things should be right and fair for everyone.  Male, female should have the same rules; all shades of skin color, gay, straight or in between, Spanish speaking or asian. Actions should have consequences. People shouldn’t get away with bad behavior. Some shouldn’t be able to dirty everything while others clean up. 

Often, though, someone else does help you: cleans up after you, gives you money, helps you more than you deserve. Sometimes your consequences are mitigated by someone understanding your circumstances. It’s often a wonderful thing when that happens. 
Compassion adds some grace so that sometimes you can give more than a person deserves. Or you can get more than you deserve. I think lots of people would agree with us on that one. Why isn’t the world fairer, then?   Why is there so much pain, hatred and misery? 

    I’m flummoxed by a BBC documentary I just watched called “The Most Hated Family in America,” about Fred Phelps and the Westboro Baptist Church in Kansas City.  This is the church that stages demonstrations at the funerals of US soldiers and victims of hate crimes. They and their children carry signs saying terrible things which I hate to tell you, but I need you to understand what they do. Their signs read:  “God Hates America,”  “God Hates Fags,”   “Thank God For Dead Soldiers,” and more. They sing in church a song that ends “God hates the USA…..” 

The filmmaker,  Louis Theroux,  shadowed and filmed Phelps family for three weeks. He followed them to their protests, he talked to Fred’s daughter Shirley, who is a lawyer with eleven children. She called him “Hon,” while telling him things were very simple. They were preaching “the unvarnished word of God,” and that he was going to hell.  It was a fascinating study in the psychology of religion. Her daughters  were kind, healthy looking, smiling.   They were forthright about  knowing they were the most hated family in America. “We serve God and tell the truth,” they say.  They believe that the US has incurred the wrath of God by legalizing homosexuality.  They think it’s their job to tell America God hates us, and that the bad things that happen (deaths of soldiers, floods, droughts, hurricanes) they think disasters are the will of God. Nothing bad has happened to one of their children yet, as far as I know. I do not wish bad things on any of them, but I know it would challenge that belief if it happens. .Maybe not. Their belief system  seems impenetrable. When Louis asked one of the girls, in her twenties, how she could think their hate-filled protests were okay, when their Bible says God is love, she said “This is a loving thing we are doing, Louis. It’s compassionate and it’s courteous, to let people know they are angering God and that God is going to send them to hell.”  They see what they are doing as just. They see it as equitable. They see it, even, as compassionate.   Justice, equity and compassion -- are they Unitarian Universalists? 
What’s missing?   Oh, I know.  Our other six principles. 


How do we walk the path of justice, equity and compassion? 

I wrestle with this principle because, in my life, justice, equity and compassion  fight with each other. Say I have a situation where someone has hurt me. Justice demands that the hurt be paid for somehow. Equity demands that if I hurt you, I have to pay too. The same rules apply to both of us.  I would rather forgive you and have you forgive me. That’s where compassion comes in, I think.  Should compassion trump justice, though? Would it be a better world if we were all understanding of where people are coming from when they create havoc and destruction? Can you be compassionate and still carry through with just punishment?    

Here it is in the context of raising children. I think a parent’s job is to prepare children to live in the world out there.  In our culture we pay for things in money, labor and time. If one of my children makes a mistake that costs me forty minutes, maybe  driving something  he forgot  over to him at school, he owes me forty minutes of his time on some project where I have need. When they were small, if they didn’t obey by the time I counted to three, they owed me a nickel of their allowance. That feels like justice. On the other hand,   I have compassion with the boy who made the mistake. I know I made mistakes like that. I understand not obeying. You get busy,  you want to do what you want to do. I feel like that too, and I’m not the world’s most obedient person, so they came by that honestly. On the other hand, I  know if my mom had made me pay for forgetting with time I might  have learned to be more organized earlier. If I allowed my children to ignore me when they were small, they would not have had as much chance to grow up into people I want to spend time with.  Too much compassion, too much understanding of how someone got to where they were doing things wrong -- it makes you weak on justice. That deprives the person who is behaving incorrectly of the consequences that lead to learning, and that’s mean to everyone else. There has to be a balance between steel-cold justice and mushy-gushy compassion. 

 
To our urge for justice, we  might quote Mahatma Ghandi, “If we choose an eye for an eye, we will all soon be blind.”  To our rush of compassion, we quote  Malcolm X, “We sometimes must kill the one who is evil in order to save the many who are innocent.”   My father used to say “Mercy to the tiger is cruelty to the lamb.”
   We wrestle with this in our church community on a small scale in our relations with one another. If one of us behaves inappropriately,  how much do we have compassion and say “Well, I know that person, and I know why she is acting obnoxious or why he is hard to talk to or why this one has bad manners or no tact or why that one can’t shut up.” Knowing the person, knowing why, that helps us have compassion. On the other hand, it makes the person never get confronted with bad behavior. That, in turn, makes it hard on the people around them.       In fact, I think a belief in another’s worth and dignity makes it important for me not to dismiss that person or give up on them. We shouldn’t give in to a temptation to say, “Don’t  bother with them, they can’t change..”  


“Love” is the one word some of my colleagues use to sum up this principle. Love includes compassion, and it also includes justice. When  you love, you want the person to be better. You want them to face themselves. You want to challenge them, to say your piece, you want to encourage them to remember their community.  Of course, that kind of challenge has to be done rarely, with fear and trembling, only after you have looked at yourself and done your best to ensure that your behavior and attitudes are correct. 

 We have codified this principle in our behavioral covenant that we print now and then in the bulletin. We want to behave with equity and love toward one another.  

   We covenant to affirm  and promote justice and equity in our community too. Oh, that’s overwhelming. How can you even imagine Spartanburg County with equity?  With light skinned faces on the garbage trucks and dark skinned faces  in the Board rooms?  With brown skinned folks at the Piedmont Club being waited on by impeccably polite light skinned people?  With half the SC senators female?  

“Justice, equity and compassion.” If it feels too vague, as you walk this UU spiritual path, make it more specific.  “Justice, equity and compassion.” At the grocery store.  “Justice, equity and compassion.” At the gym.  “Justice, equity and compassion.” At work.  “Justice, equity and compassion.” In my living room.  Nick Lowe’s song asks “Where are the strong? Who are the trusted?”  I will say to you as your pastor, we are. Let’s be the strong. Let’s be the trusted.  

 I will look forward to what you have to say during the discussion.

