A New Sanctuary

I admit it, I’ve been struggling again.  It’s gotten late as I write this, and there are threads to weave today, perhaps too many.   It still reverberates in my mind, the awful news about the Knoxville UU church shootings.  And I wondered again about the problem of evil in human life.   Worship crosses my mind, especially after our visit last week to the Ventura church, of which my parents were founding members.  The occasion for the Ventura church visit was to celebrate the 50th year anniversary of the church’s founding.  They invited all the old ministers, any founding members, and any past presidents of their Board to come.  My parents were both founding members, and my Dad was the Board’s first president.  And Karen and I came because my Dad asked us to join him, and because I remember those early days as if they were yesterday. Why did they, why do we bother to found a church?  And The Commission of Assessment crosses my mind.  WHAT?   You probably didn’t hear about that one.    You will a little later, after the sermon.  And there are the personal threads, the ties of family I’ve spoken about, the inexorable march of the milestones of aging: my mother’s condo has been sold, and the independent phase of her life will be irrevocably ended: She now has no other home except her assisted living room in Santa Barbara.  And my son Zachary will be visiting in a couple of weeks, and I will officially be old next year.  I’ve decided that two events will propel me personally across that milestone in my life:  I will turn 60 years old, and I will become a grandfather, thanks to my son in Sacramento, Jordan and his wife Katrina.  

So a few threads indeed.  And a few candles to light.  And yet, as usual, they are all related.   I want to start in Knoxville.
The church sanctuary of the Knoxville’s Tennessee Valley Unitarian Universalist Church was violated, a sacred space was profaned by hate, and bullets, and death.  As most of you know, the perpetrator, Jim David Atkisson, knew the church well.  His ex-wife, one of five, I read, attended that Church while they were married, and the church nurtured her alone after their divorce: he wanted no part of the Church community.   This was no random place for murder and mayhem, although the assaulted individual victims seemed to be.  It was, rather, it seems, a symbolic place for the gunman’s concentrated hate and rage.  And later, it was the focus of renewal, and for reclamation of the sacred.  I will return to that process later, but for now I want to read an extraordinary article that appeared in the national UU magazine, and on line.  I thank MaryLou Flecher for forwarding it to us.  Many of you, I know, have already read it, but I think most parts of it bear re-reading, and contemplation, particularly because it cuts to the deep core of one of the most profound of our 7 principles.  It also illuminates our prejudices, and even a commonly held, but facile belief.  This was written by UU minister, Rev. Meg Barnhouse.




___
___
___
___
___
___

I was sitting with a group of Unitarian Universalists talking about the shooting in Knoxville’s Tennessee Valley Unitarian Universalist Church when one person said of the shooter, “He just never had any love.” Never one to err on the side of gracious silence, I snapped, “He most certainly did have love. I know one of the women who loved him, and she loved him fiercely.” 

I met Jim David Adkisson several times, once at a wedding in his back yard, and then at the UU summer camp in Virginia, in 1996. His then-wife Liza used to attend the Tennessee Valley UU Church. I am a card-carrying liberal, and I think what David (we called him Jabbo) did was evil.  And whiIe I don’t think he is evil, the horror he perpetrated on the Tennessee Valley UU congregation surely was. 

I can’t explain his opening fire during a worship service by saying he wasn’t loved. Five women loved him enough to marry him. I used to look forward to UU summer camp so I could sing with Liza. She loved him fiercely, as I said. They used to talk about how they were soul-twins. He had a family who loved him, too, and he loved them. His mom, his dad, his sister who was a nurse: They loved him. He had good, loyal friends, too. Unfortunately, some of those friends loved drinking and doing cocaine with him. 

The day I went to my friend Catharine’s wedding in Jabbo and Liza’s back yard was a lovely day. The wedding was fun, with lots of music and laughing, great tattoos on most of the guests, and lots of drinking. I lit the fireworks during the wedding, stone cold sober, of course. 

Fast forward ten years.  Sum up 10 years of hard drinking and drug use, losing Liza because of his threats to end her life and his, the paranoia that is the hallmark of cocaine abuse, the loss of job after job, the self-righteous scape-goating of “liberals and gays” encouraged by right-wing blowhards, with the twist in his heart every time he drove past his ex-wife’s church, and you have, I think, the sum of the storm that struck Unitarian Universalists on July 27.



I wish I had a solution to the ills of society. All I have here is a small addition to the conversation among liberals about people who do evil things. Jabbo had lots of choices and lots of chances.  Maybe it was brain deterioration from the substance abuse, maybe it was the right-wing hate mongering, maybe it was poor impulse control resulting from a chemical imbalance he was born with.  Whatever advantages and disadvantages he started with, he participated with his sovereign free will in making himself what he is today. I think this is more respectful of him, and his inherent worth, than to imply that he couldn’t help what he did, that he was on some kind of predestined track to disaster. 



___
___
___
___
___
___

This is profound stuff.  Hear clearly the reference to our first principle:  That we covenant to honor and uphold “The inherent worth and dignity of every person.”  Our vision of humanity, our faith demands our freedom, and demands that we are not predestined to any arbitrary fate.  This is, after all, the origin of our Universalist faith:  Our forebears broke from the absoluteness of the Calvinists, who then (and still) maintained that salvation was attained only by a select, predestined few, the elect.  Nonsense, the Universalists said.  Salvation is universally available, to everyone, just for the asking.  Less attention is paid, I am afraid, to the opposite course that Mr. Atkinsson took: that hellish cycle of personal destruction is also equally and universally available—just for the asking.  What of our covenant in this horrible situation?  What does Mr. Adkisson yell to us from across the abyss?  What do we shout back?  And what do we say to each other?  Rev. Barnhouse has some suggestions.  First, she says, we have to squarely admit what we are facing.  And I must add that what she says resonates deeply with me in my experiences as a prison physician.   She goes on to write:


___
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___

Sometimes there is brokenness that just can’t be fixed. I’m sorry to say that, but as a minister who worked in the mental health field for twenty years before working full-time at a church, I know that love can’t fix everything. Anyone who has been partnered with someone who becomes increasingly isolated in their own reality, who is ill and refuses treatment, or who is in the grip of addiction—anyone who has tried to love someone enough so they get well—knows that. 

Love cannot always be sweet and outreaching. Sometimes love must be challenging. Sometimes it is more loving to leave someone than to stay. It sends them a powerful message that what they are doing is not OK. 

Our churches, likewise, can’t help or fix everyone. Living in a covenant community is hard work, and it necessitates our staying on our medication, by which I mean staying in as right a mind as is possible for us. Sometimes a person is not in a place in their life when they have the mental, emotional, and spiritual resources to be part of a covenant community. Covenant communities can be hard on their members, too, because they don’t always work the way they say they want to work.  You have to have a certain sturdiness to bear that. 

I hear folks say that if Jabbo had come to a UU church, he would have been helped. My friends, he came to UU summer camp as his argumentative, gun-loving, right wing, liberal-blaming self, and he was argued with, of course. He was derided for being part of the Boy Scout organization and for his right-wing views. He felt disrespected and shunned. 

We love to think of ourselves as open-minded, but it’s hard for us to be open-minded toward certain people and their views. Maybe it’s just me that has a hard time, but I think I’m not alone in this. I argued with him, too. I do affirm the worth and dignity of every person, but I never promised to affirm the worth and dignity of every idea. Some ideas are oppressive and not well thought out. They lead to violence and injustice and really bad behavior. I try to argue with respect and kindness, but it’s just so hard when the person you’re talking to acts like a jerk. If I were the Dalai Lama or a UU saint, I would be able to, and I hope that I will come to that place in the future, but I am surely not there yet. 




___
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So how do we heal ourselves at such a time, when we are injured, and feel helpless, out of control?  One way is the time honored Unitarian intellectualization: We instinctively seek to understand, we look for some rational explanation.  Rev. Barnhouse Is very sympathetic to this approach:  She says



___
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I understand wanting to find an explanation for his choice to shoot liberals while a group of their children were performing the show “Annie Jr.” If we can explain it, maybe we feel we have some control in the situation, some understanding of ways to prevent it happening to us. Life is dangerous. It is hard and sweet and adventuresome, full and mysterious, and way, way beyond our control. We do what we can. 

I too would like to understand all of the reasons why a person would do something evil, but I’ve learned that’s not a pressing need for me. I’m not sure we’ll ever understand. I think the capability for destruction is within all of us, given certain pressures. 


___
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So what are we to do in the face of loss, and grief, and terror?  Rev. Barnhouse has an instinctive, pre-rational plan for our healing:  We must listen to, and immerse ourselves in the amazing, affirming and positive stories of those in the beloved, covenant community that steadfastly surrounds us.  We don’t need facile platitudes about love, or lack of parental discipline, or hand wringing about missed opportunities, or rationalizations.  Let that go.  She writes



___
___
___
___
___
___
___

What I do need is to hear stories of courage and kindness. I need the heroes, like Greg McKendry, the usher who people say stepped in front of Jabbo to protect others and died as a result.  I want stories about the men who wrestled Jabbo to the ground, and kept him there. John Bohstedt, one of those men, was playing Daddy Warbucks. He tied Jabbo up with the Daddy Warbucks costume’s suspenders. 

I need to hear about the UUA Trauma Response Ministry Team, which has received nothing but the highest marks for its swift, sensitive, and extraordinarily competent work with the traumatized and grieving people. 

I need to hear about the churches of Knoxville, liberal and conservative evangelical churches alike, whose members pitched in with love and compassion, bringing food, and caring for people as they gathered. 

I need to hear the story of the hotel clerk who gave my friend Jim McKinley, minister of the UU Fellowship of Hendersonville, North Carolina, a discount at his Knoxville hotel when the parking lot attendant saw his Unitarian Universalist license plate holder. 

I need to hear about the mayor of Knoxville, who ordered city workers to clean up the crime scene quickly so the congregation could reclaim the sanctuary. 

Most of all I love to hear the story of how the cast of “Annie Jr.,” after debriefing with the trauma team, came to Chris Buice, minister of the Tennessee Valley UU Church, fifteen minutes before a worship service on the Monday after the shooting. They asked if they could sing “Tomorrow” again. Jim McKinley and Clark Olsen, who were there, described the children singing with tears on their cheeks, people with lit candles in their hands, unable to clap at the end, lifting the flames high and stamping their feet, whooping and shouting for those kids, for that song, for the knowledge that tomorrow will indeed come.


___
___
___
___
___
___
___
___
 Now I admit that I am not a fan of that song, which it was suggested that we sing this morning.  Sorry, I vetoed the idea.  I think there is a time and a place for everything, and that probably “You had to be there” in Knoxville to appreciate its full impact on the congregation.  I frankly prefer Rev. Barnhouse’s eloquent writing about the effect of that song on the congregation.  But the point is that positive right brained and physical action, even just actively listening, is the cure for terror and despair, and the lingering smell of death.   Actively enmeshing one’s self spiritually in a beloved, covenant community is healing.  Having this place to come to, having these people, us, around is foundational and critical.  It is why we need, why I need, the Unitarian-Universalist Society of the High Desert.  We need this place, this beloved institution, this sanctuary to nurture us.
I am utterly convinced that we need holy, or sacred space in our lives.  And I am sure the utter violation of that basic need of our psyches is a large part of the devastation that the Knoxville congregation felt after the August shooting.  Their Sanctuary, a dedicated, sacred space was utterly profaned, desecrated, first by gunfire and screams and chaos and blood and death, all in front of the congregation’s children, and then later by the CSI detectives with their ubiquitous yellow tape, endlessly imprinted with the words “Crime Scene.”   I can hardly imagine an event more in conflict with the nature of a Sanctuary.  How could this ever be reconciled, made right and whole again? 
 I wouldn’t have the answer, but fortunately the minister of the Knoxville Church, Rev James Buice, did have it.  I want to read portions of his homily, given at a service dedicated to reclaiming and rededicating the Sanctuary just days after the shootings.  
Homily of Rev. Chris Buice

August 3, 2008
Rededication of Tennessee Valley Unitarian Universalist Sanctuary
There are many names for the power of healing, and we have felt that power in this congregation this week. This has been a time of paradoxes. Last Sunday a man walked into this sanctuary with the intention of inflicting terror, and yet he inspired quick and decisive acts of courage. Reports tell us that he believed that liberals were soft on terror. He had a rude discovery!

He came into this space with a desire to do an act of hatred, but he has also unleashed unspeakable amounts of love.

A man tried to strike a blow for intolerance, but by so doing he inspired a gathering Monday night in the Second Presbyterian Church, and many other holy places throughout the week, a gathering of Christians and Jews, Muslims and Buddhists, believers and unbelievers, all crowded in the aisles, sitting on the stage, standing outside in the rain, holding hugging, and helping each other to heal.

A man tried to divide us, divide us into liberals and conservatives, gay and straight; instead his actions united us, making us more willing to listen to each other, care for each other, respect each other, support each other, and feed each other in body and in spirit. He came into this space to inflict death; and he took away the lives of two precious people, wounded six others, traumatized the rest of us, traumatized our community and the world. But strangely, at the same time, through this heinous act, he reminded us of the preciousness of our children, the sacredness of life, the true value of friendship and family, and how much we need good neighbors. 
A man sought to shatter this particular church community, and instead inspired an unprecedented reunion of people committed to protecting this beloved community and preserving it for future generations. A man sought to isolate us and alienate us, but our community surrounded us with healing love. Those of other faiths said, “Don’t shut us out. Let us in.” And we did, and we have been enriched by that experience. (Applause)

To this good congregation, I remind us that we are all Presbyterian today. (applause) We are all Baptist. We are all Jewish and Muslim (applause). We are all the young. (standing ovation) We are all the young people of the United Church of Christ who painted the rock at the UT campus in support of us. We are all rationalists. We are all Quakers; We are all Baha’i. We are all liberals. We are all conservatives. (Applause)
Our community is part of a larger world community and we have many names for trying to describe that world community, and we are all of them today. We are God’s children: We are red, yellow, black and white, gay and straight. We are all human, members of the human family, sharing one earth, sharing one common home. We are tied together, we are woven together, we are bound together in more ways that we can ever really know.

“We are one.”  Reverend Buice then spoke the closing words:
God of many names, 
Known in the spoken word, but 
Known most profoundly in the unspoken silence, 
In you we say these simple words: 
“We reclaim our sanctuary.” 

This sanctuary that has been defiled by violence, 
we rededicate to peace. 
This holy place which has been desecrated by an act of hatred, 
we re-consecrate for love. 

This sacred space which has seen death, 
we recommit to life. 
This holy spiritual home which has known fear, 
we rededicate to the faith of the free.

I want to finish by again affirming that we heal by active intent, and commitment, and with love within a beloved covenant community.  We reclaim Sanctuary by actively willing it to be so.  And I would assert that our creation of a sacred space for services here in Victorville, in this trailer park recreation room, or in one of our houses, or up at our Camp DeBenneville Pines is no less a courageous act of faith every week than is the reclamation of an established Sanctuary in Knoxville after a murder.  So let us say here in Victorville, those simple but powerful words spoken in Knoxville last month, for our worship, for our Sanctuary:

We claim our Sanctuary.

We dedicate this place to Peace.
We consecrate this place for Love, and Spiritual Growth.

We claim this place for Life.

We commit this place to free faith, and to our beloved community, Now, and for generations yet unborn.
Finally, and I apologize for being long today, I want to relate all of this to our 7 Principles, which serve to guide our spiritual walk through life.   I’ve mentioned the deep implications of the first principle earlier this morning, our unshakable respect for the inherent worth and dignity of every person.  And there are other deep connections in this story to our other Principles, which I do not have time to detail.  This morning as we say the Principles, I ask you to be attentive to how they fit into what we have heard this morning.   I asked the question, “What do we shout across the abyss?”  My answer is Rumi’s:  ‘Come, Come, whoever you are.”  Intentionally come and join and ground yourself in a beloved community, not bounded by rigid, specific rules of conduct or belief, but rather guided by evolving principles by which one may guide one’s self along the life long path of spiritual growth, in the company of others.  And through that process, realize the true meaning of the last, the seventh principle:  That we personally are each integral, treasured, and irreplaceable parts of the interdependent web of all existence.  
Blessed Be.

Let it be so.
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