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I invite you to pause for a moment. Close your eyes if you want, and imagine what a prophet is. Who a prophet is. Who comes to mind?

Perhaps you’re imagining a dignified old man with a long white beard and flowing robes, like Nathan, pointing solemnly as he proclaims the word of God.

Or perhaps you’re imagining a somewhat less dignified man, like Jonah, who ran like hell from his calling, only to be swallowed whole by a whale. 

Maybe you’re imagining not Jonah, but Joan, a woman warrior blessed with holy visions of angels and saints.

Or perhaps you’re imagining a grim woman, like Huldah, consulting the sacred texts and preparing to deliver bad news.

I prefer to think of prophets as people like the little child with the mirror in my story earlier. Just regular people, like you and me, with no special powers except knowledge, kindness and courage. 

Prophets are ordinary people who hold a mirror up to society, a mirror that confronts us with the truth of ourselves and the consequences of our actions. Prophets are people who speak truth to power, to the powerful, often when it is very dangerous to do so. 

There was an image on the screen behind me a little while ago of a man with a long white beard pointing a solemn finger at a rather dejected-looking king. The image was of the Hebrew prophet Nathan confronting King David for murder and adultery. Nathan knew he couldn’t wander up to David and start critiquing the King directly. That would have been a great way to get himself killed. So instead he came to David and first spun a non-threatening little tale about a rich man stealing a poor man’s lamb. The tale helped lower David's defenses to the truth-telling that was about to come, a technique which Clarence Jordan, Greek scholar, farmer and anti-racist activist describes as a Trojan horse. In his book Cotton Patch Parables of Liberation, Jordan then describes David’s reaction to Nathan's story about the rich thief like this:

“Now King David got so mad, he said, ‘Who is that kind of fellow? Show him to me; I’ll sure fix him up.’ Well you see, David had pulled the Trojan Horse in; he’d pulled it past his gate, on into the inside, and Nathan unlocked the door, pointed at David, and said, ‘You ask me who the man is? THOU ART THE MAN!’ King David had passed judgement on himself. There wasn't anything he could do then but go out and write another psalm.”

We need prophets – prophets like Nathan, prophets like the child with the mirror, and prophets like you and me - whenever and wherever evil arises.

Now when I talk about evil, I am not talking about supernatural evil. I’m talking about the "powers and structures of evil" mentioned in our 2nd Source, the “words and deeds of prophetic women and men which challenge us to confront powers and structures of evil with justice, compassion, and the transforming power of love.”
If you were here last week, for the first service in this sermon series on our 6 Sources, you’ll recall that our 1st Source honors that which renews the spirit and creates and upholds life. There are powers and structures in the world that heal and renew our spirits and give and preserve life. And there are also powers and structures in the world that wound and diminish our spirits and threaten and destroy life.

Just as there are people who open themselves to direct experiences of that which is life-giving, so too are there people who choose to confront that which is life-denying. Each of us is capable of being such a person. And there are many such people raising their voices and rolling up their sleeves for justice in our Unitarian Universalist faith community right now.

Literally right now, in fact.

This week our Fellowship sent six delegates to New Orleans for General Assembly. GA is the annual business meeting of our Unitarian Universalist Association. There, delegates from all our congregations gather to deliberate and vote on matters of importance to our faith.

There are several prophetic voices emerging at General Assembly this year, and indeed every year. One powerful voice is that of the Rev. Theresa Ines Soto, my colleague at the UU Congregation of Flint. Our delegates have been considering a revision to our 1st Principle. The Principle currently affirms “the inherent worth and dignity of every person”. Delegates are considering whether to change it to affirm "the inherent worth and dignity of every being".

Rev. Theresa Ines Soto offers a powerful critique of the proposed change. She reminds us of the vital importance of a Principle affirming the worth and dignity of all people in a world that so often treats some people as less valuable than others. Check out this image she had commissioned to help emphasize the point. 

The image, which is titled “Editing the First Principle”, shows two panels. The first panel shows a person in a wheelchair and a flight of stairs leading up to double doors marked with a chalice, symbol of our faith. The person is prevented from entering the doors by the presence of the stairs and the absense of a ramp. The panel is labeled “affirming the inherent worth and dignity of every person”, and there is a thought bubble above the person’s head, saying, “Maybe…” 

Next to the first panel is a second panel, this one labeled "affirming the worth and dignity of every being". This panel is the same as the first, with one exception. This time, a group of butterflies and ladybugs are flying up over the stairs and through the chalice doors. The person in the wheelchair is still left at the base of the stairs, unable to follow. The thought bubble above the person's head says, “Oh man!”, followed by a little broken heart.

Prophetic people in our movement, like my colleague Theresa, are holding a mirror up to us all right now, demanding that we examine ourselves and seriously consider the impact of our actions on marginalized and oppressed people among us. Prophets in our faith community are also asking that we address the ableist name of one of our justice institutions. “Standing on the Side of Love”, our campaign against identity-based discrimination, has a catchy name. It also has a sadly ironic, highly problematic name that privileges the prophetic contributions of able-bodied people over those of people living with disabilities. The song by the same title has already been updated by its composer, the Rev. Jason Sheldon, to "Answering the Call of Love", which we just sang a few minutes ago. It's time now to update the name of our social justice campaign, too, to align fully with our values and our prophetic mission.

Finally, delegates to General Assembly voted yesterday to update our 2nd Source—yes, the same Source I am preaching about right now—to more gender and age inclusive language. That’s right, as of right this moment, this sermon is already a little out-of-date. That’s the beauty of our prophetic, living tradition. Revelation never stops unfolding and our religious movement keeps on moving toward the creation of a more just world, a more just faith. We’re not there yet, but we’re working.
Our 2nd Source now affirms that our faith draws on the words and deeds of prophetic people, not just prophetic women and men. People of all ages and all genders, not just adult men and women, can and do hold up the prophetic mirror to our society.

Some of you have got to be wondering right about now what the heck all this has to do with religion. How is this spiritual? What place does politics have in church, even if it is church politics?

One answer lies in the nature of our faith. Unitarian Universalism is a covenantal religion, not a creedal religion. We are united by the promises we make to one another instead of the beliefs we share. Our 7 Principles, which many of us think of as beliefs, are really a set of promises our congregations make to one another about how we want to be together and about the kind of community that we want to create with one another. 

Our 6th Principle describes "the goal of world community with peace, liberty and justice for all". Our Principles are not just ideas we agree with intellectually, but prophetic values we must embody, must bring to life. Late Unitarian minister, the Rev. James Luther Adams, referred to this as the social incarnation of virtue. Our values must take on flesh socially in order to have real meaning or strength. There is a vital social component to religion. It is through the creation of just and loving relationships and institutions that we embody our religious values in the world.
In his "Letter from the Birmingham Jail", the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., who is often lifted up by Unitarian Universalists as a prophet, and rightfully so, said something similar. He said:

“Human progress never rolls in on wheels of inevitability; it comes through the tireless efforts of [people] willing to be co workers with God, and without this hard work, time itself becomes an ally of the forces of social stagnation. We must use time creatively, in the knowledge that the time is always ripe to do right.” 

Dr. King also wrote, “Let justice roll down like waters and righteousness like a mighty stream”. Here he was quoting another prophet, Amos, who also had a thing or two to say on the topic of true religion in the Hebrew Bible. In Amos 5:21-24, after condemning the wealthy and powerful in Israel for abusing the poor and robbing them of justice, Amos went on to say, in the voice of God:

“I hate, I despise your festivals, and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies. Even though you offer me your burnt offerings and your grain offerings, I will not accept them; and the offerings of well-being of your fatted animals I will not look upon. Take away from me the noise of your songs; I will not listen to the melody of your harps. But let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an everflowing stream.”

These rolling waters of justice are the Fount of Prophecy, the 2nd Source of our living tradition. Justice does not, cannot, exist without people who create it through their words and deeds. Our faith calls us to embody our values in community in ways that confront evil and create justice for all. There are prophets among us today, right now. You have the power to be one of those prophets. Each of you holds a mirror. Do not be afraid to hold it up before society to help bring a better world for all into being. You already possess the kindness, courage and knowledge you need to be a force for good in the world.

In the words of Amos and so many prophets after him, “Let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an everflowing stream.” May it be so.
