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Committed

How many of you have been watching the Winter Olympics in Pyeongchang, South Korea?  I watched the opening ceremony Friday night.  I also watched 17 year old snowboarder Red Gerard win America’s first gold medal.  Both were pretty spectacular.

Fifty years ago, in 1968, the summer Olympic Games were held in Mexico City.  At the summer games, the men’s marathon is always the last event of the program and the stands were packed with spectators that summer day.  When the first runner, Mamo Wolde of Ethiopia, entered the stadium the crowd erupted.  Far behind and far from the cheering crowd was John Stephen Akwhari of Tanzania.  Having never trained at such an altitude, Akwhari was struggling with Mexico City’s thin air 12 miles into the race when he collided with another runner, and fell to the pavement badly injuring his knee and dislocating his shoulder.  With bandaged knee and throbbing head, he refused the pleas of Olympic officials to drop out of the race and continued to run the remaining 14+ miles of the marathon.  

More than an hour after Wolde crossed the finish line to win the gold medal, with most of the fans long gone, John Akwhari staggered into the nearly empty Olympic stadium, hobbled around the track to the cheers of a few thousand stalwart spectators, and collapsed across the finish line.  He was the 57th and final runner to complete the race; 18 others had dropped out.  When interviewed later and asked why he continued running, he said, "My country did not send me 5,000 miles to start the race; they sent me 5,000 miles to finish the race."

Committed.  

What does it mean for us to be committed . . . at this time in our nation’s history, in this particular state, in this community of faith?  What challenges are we prepared to face, what obstacles are we prepared to overcome, and what sacrifices are we prepared to make to uphold the values – social, religious, and democratic – that are most dear to us?

To commit means different things.  As a transitive verb, with a direct object, commit means to put something somewhere . . . you commit funds to a project; you commit a dead body into the ground or a live person into a mental institution; or, you entrust a responsibility into someone’s care, like maybe a committee.  You can also commit a crime or commit yourself to a relationship.  In the transitive sense, “committed” can be good news or bad news.

As an intransitive verb, with no direct object, we commit ourselves to a course of action.  We make a promise or pledge, obligating ourselves to something.  That’s the sense in which John Akwhari was committed when he willed his battered body through 14 miles of pain to cross the finish line of an almost empty stadium.  He was honoring his commitment to his nation; he was living out a promise to himself.

Today, I ask you to make a promise; it is a promise to our congregation and religious tradition, past and future . . . a promise to our nation, and the principles and ideals for which it stands, . . . and a promise to yourself.  I want to talk with you today about commitment.

Yesterday, I joined thousands of other North Carolinians and several dozen members of this congregation, as well as other Unitarian Universalists from around the state, for the NAACP’s annual Historic Thousands on Jones Street march to the state capitol.  We marched, we sang, we waved our signs, we made a statement with our bodies . . . and we did it because these are unprecedented times.  Yes, it rained on us a little; but, those clouds overhead were nothing compared to the storm that is gathering around our democracy.  A little over nine years ago, some of us took the streets in celebration, because we believed that “The Dream” might come true in our life time.   Not the American Dream . . . Dr. King’s Dream.  You know that dream, ‘judged by the content of their character, not the color of their skin.’ 

But today, I awake to the American reality of systemic racism, economic marginalization, environmental devastation, increasing militarization, mass incarceration, human exploitation, civic degradation, political polarization, and the criminalization of immigration all of which is being sanctioned, promoted, and legalized by people in expensive suits with poor judgment.  People who are getting rich while our nation heads toward moral and spiritual bankruptcy.  And the people who are inflicting these ills on our nation have wrapped themselves in our country’s flag and anointed themselves with the false fragrance of bad religion.  And the only thing that will reveal them to be phony patriots wearing the odor of oppression is committed people of good faith, high principle, and fierce resolve.  

Now, more than ever our city, our county, our state, our nation needs the strong, clear voice of liberal religion to counter the fear mongers and the fake leaders whose path to the future is a road to ruin.  Our society needs a clear, confident, alternative religious voice today speaking up for the powerless, speaking out against injustice, and speaking to the next generation of Americans, offering a different spiritual message that proudly proclaims the belief in one human family, one Spirit that unites us all, and care for this earthly home we share.  A faith that champions democracy and denounces demagoguery, that speaks out for peace, justice, social responsibility, our shared human dignity, strength through diversity, grounded spirituality, and honesty, integrity, humility, and wisdom as the foundational virtues of real leaders.  The Unitarian Universalist Fellowship of Raleigh should be that voice, could be that voice . . . if you really want it to be.

Today, we are kicking off our congregation’s annual fund drive, the theme of which is “Now, More Than Ever.”  In order to plan for the new fiscal year, which starts in July, we need your pledges of future financial support now, so that we can create a responsible budget.  Over the coming weeks, some of you will be contacted by a Visiting Steward.  I wish that each of you could be.  They will ask to visit with you and talk with you about our community, its future, and their own commitment to it.  Please make time to meet with them.  Some of you will receive pledge information in the mail.  Please review that, reach out with any questions that you have and submit your pledge as soon as possible.  Remember, we are asking you to pledge a dollar amount that you intend to give during the 12 months between July 2018 and June 2019.  Nobody is going to ask you for a check, but they are going to ask for a commitment.  And we need every single one of our members and committed friends to make a pledge – regardless of how large or small it may be.  We need to know what financial resources we expect to have, so that we can create an accurate operating budget for next year.  

People often ask me, “How much should I pledge to the congregation?”  We ask you to consider pledging a percentage of your income.  You’ll find a guide included in the material you receive.  You know your own financial resources and the demands on those resources.  Please be as generous as possible.  Here’s what I say about pledging to the congregation, “Give as much as it takes to make you smile and feel good about yourself.”  You know what that number is, not me. 

Years ago, before I went to seminary, I was an active member of the Port Charlotte, Florida fellowship.  I didn’t have much money, but I taught RE classes, helped clean up the grounds, served as an usher, and assisted in worship.  I was trying my hand at writing, living off my savings, and working when I needed to on a local ranch driving heavy equipment or working in the orange groves.  Every Sunday, I put a dollar in the collection plate and once a month I put in a $20 bill, which was about 10% of what I was paying in monthly rent.  It was a lot for me, but it didn’t seem like much compared to what I thought other people gave.  Then, in the spring, I was handed an envelope with a card inside and asked to make a pledge.  I had no idea what to do and was embarrassed to discuss my finances with anyone.  So, I did nothing.  I never made a pledge and continued to put money in the plate each week.  I know today that if I had just talked with someone and told them what I was doing, they would have said, “Justin, that is terrific!  Clearly, you’re really committed to the Fellowship.  Just write down on the pledge card how much you’re giving and keep doing that.  Thank you!”  If I had heard that message, then I would have felt really good about myself.  Instead of feeling good about my commitment to the congregation, I felt ashamed.  I never want any of you to feel that way.  Make a pledge, give whatever you can, feel good about yourself, and THANK YOU!

	In the meditative prayer in our January 21st service, I read the words of the late, great Rev. Howard Thurman, who – in 1944 – co-founded the first racially integrated, intercultural church in the United States.  His words are planted deep in my soul:  “Keep fresh before me the moments of my High Resolve, that in fair weather or in foul, in good times or in tempests, in the days when the darkness and the foes are nameless or familiar, I may not forget that to which my life is committed.”  

	In our religious tradition, we do not ask members to swear by creeds that defy reason or accept doctrines that offend their sensibilities.  As Unitarian Universalists, we affirm the Sacred Oneness that flows eternally through all people, all life, all creation, and the one interdependent web of which we are a part.  Then, we commit ourselves to thinking, speaking, and acting in ways that are grounded in and informed by this expansive understanding of the Holy and this inclusive view toward humanity.  We are called to put our faith into action, in large ways and small, to practice kindness and effect justice in this world.

	Today, I ask you to commit yourself a future in which this congregation shines with strength.  For all of us, for our children, for our neighbors, for the people we will never meet nor ever know who will benefit from the good ministry we build here and send out into the world, I ask you to commit to doing all that is in your power to insure that a new ministry will prosper and flourish here in the year ahead.

	As I think about the days ahead, I hear the words of this morning’s opening hymn ringing in my ears:
	“We are going, heaven knows where we are going, 
	but we know within.  
	And we will get there, heaven knows how we will get there, 
	but we know will.  
	It will be hard we know, and the road will be muddy and rough, 
	but we’ll get there, heaven knows how we will get there, 
	but we know will.”  

	I sing that song and I think of John Stephen Akwhari running through that Mexican summer, tired, alone, in pain, but committed . . . and, ultimately, unstoppable.  Friends, we have a race to run . . . we have a race to finish.  And there are a lot of people, some of them not yet born, who need us to rise to the occasion.   

	You are more powerful than you know.  This congregation is capable of great things and our community, our society, and our children need you to commit yourself to creating the bright future that could be.  Dr. King famously said, “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends towards justice.”  Commit to being the people and building the religious community that will help bend history toward morality and equip humanity with hope.  You are just the right people to do so, and you too can be unstoppable.

Amen.





