PAGE  
1

Statement of Solidarity with Migrant Workers, Orange, New Jersey, Passover, 2009:

“I carry the brand of disgust, and I wear clothes that they don't like,


I speak a language that they don't understand,


I am Indian, I am Black, in my face you can see that I am humble.


I am the unwanted one in this town; I am he who is humiliated,

I am he who is persecuted by the police and pushed over the sidewalk by the bumper of the squad car.


I am he who goes out and sells his hands every day,


because I am a worker and I am a spouse, I am a father, I am a brother, a son


because in my country they taught me that work is good and


for that reason I am here, looking for work.


Dear God,


Let them see our humanity,


Let your light that shines within every human,


Shine also in us so that one day


they will treat us with dignity.


Remind this town that one day


they, too, were immigrants.”

“Not the End.”

The Easter Sermon, 2009.

The First Unitarian Universalist Church of Essex County, Orange, New Jersey.
By Rev. Darrell Berger
Some may think it strange for me to choose a hymn titled “Jesus Christ is Risen Today, “given that I, like many Unitarian Universalists, am not a Christian.

Yet I believe that there is much of value in the Easter story, though it is the most difficult of all Christian holidays for us rationally religious folk, because it speaks of eternal life, life without beginning or end.


There is no shared scientific certainly as to when life begins or ends. There are legal rulings that impose definitions, which are forever causing controversies and demands for revisions. There are no legal rulings about the law of gravity. There is no controversy in legislations or courts about the laws of Newton or Einstein. 

             Life is an endless cycle, a process. It is not a series of isolated and discrete events. It is not a race with a starting gun and finish line. Life is analogue, not digital.  Life is a clock with face and hands, not merely numbers replacing each other endlessly. Life is vinyl, not CD.


Of course there is a great question that all of us ask at one time or another: “What happens to us after death?” Very seldom do we ask: “Where were we before we were born?” It is as though we believed that somehow eternal life begins with our birthday. We think we were created at our birth, yet hope that we will go on forever. Well it’s not really “eternal” if you miss all the stuff that came before. Believing everything began when we were born is the ultimate narcissism.


There are various metaphors of life after death, of course. There is the tribal metaphor. Judaism’s approach to life after death is tribal, because in some fundamental ways, Judaism is tribal, even though in highly refined form. It is similar to pagan and indigenous religions. That is, the individual momentarily and in a very limited way, rises or emerges from an eternal great spirit, then returns. The tribal individual is at all times at one with the great spirit of the earth and its natural processes, though individuals may forget this from time to time.

This is close to the UU Humanist approach. It is the way we humans are: part of larger cycles. It is also what UU atheists believe, at least those who are atheists about Jehovah.

Kurt Vonnegut, a sort of UU, expressed this very well in the religion of Bokononism, which he invented for his novel Cat’s Cradle. He wrote, “God made mud. God got lonesome. So God said to some of the mud, ‘Sit up! See all I've made,’ said God, ‘the hills, the sea, the sky, the stars.’ And I was some of the mud that got to sit up and look around. Lucky me, lucky mud. I, mud, sat up and saw what a nice job God had done. Nice going, God. Nobody but you could have done it, God! I certainly couldn't have. I feel very unimportant compared to You. The only way I can feel the least bit important is to think of all the mud that didn't even get to sit up and look around. I got so much, and most mud got so little. Thank you for the honor! Now mud lies down again and goes to sleep. What memories for mud to have! What interesting other kinds of sitting-up mud I met! I loved everything I saw! Good night.”
This is a metaphor that is both scientifically and spiritually satisfying. However, our own personal approach to death and immortality often suffer from a rather more narrow perspective.

I illustrate this with a discussion between two leaves on a tree. One leaf says to another, “What’ s all this I hear about photosynthesis?”

The other leaf says, “From what I understand, there is something inside of us that changes light energy and carbon dioxide into sugars which in turn is used to fuel some larger entity and process than ourselves. Then, when the light wanes, we shrivel up and fall to the ground.” 

The first leaf says, “That won’t happen to me. I jog.”

That leaf thinks he can delay the natural processes. But what of that leaf? It is but one leaf among a great many. Is that leaf unique? Well, perhaps. It is slightly different in its position on the branch, its size, when it opened, when it falls, but from any perspective other than the leaf’s itself, it is very much like all the rest. Its life is but a season, its fall inevitable, if not precisely predictable.

But, is the leaf aware of other leaves? Is the leaf at all aware of the branch, that which connects it to larger forms of life? Indeed what does the leaf know of the tree? What does the tree know of the forest? What does the forest know of the land? What does the land know of the earth? What does the earth know of the solar system? What does the solar system know of the universe? What does the universe know of itself? Does the universe ever say to itself, “Is there anything out there like me? Am I here all alone?” 

Is there ever an answer?

Whenever I am in an airplane, I see how small I am, and how large is the largeness beyond. Yet my small life and the person sitting next to me is of immense importance. 

This is what Easter is trying to say to us. There is a vastness beyond our comprehension, yet the person next to me is of immense importance.

Faith and belief in the hereafter is not terribly helpful in grasping this. Religious doctrine often inhibits understanding by stopping inquiry. Going to heaven. Damned to hell. Eternal soul. Born again. What do these really mean?

Likewise the materialist’s dogma of  “You die and that’s it.” Really? What about the mud? What about me? Now, my belief and faith, which is as uncertain as anyone else’s, is that Darrell Berger is not at all important, though I certainly believe that he is now. I’ve been given a little bit of mud to move around, and I ought to move it as skillfully and happily as possible.

After death, Darrell Berger will remain only in memories, and in that form only briefly. But this consciousness, this awareness that seems to be mine, is not mine. You have some of it, and the trees, and the birds and everything. I believe, after some examination, that this is eternal, before my birth and after my death.

In the midst of any metaphysical speculation, there comes a time where everything seems to resolve into, at best, poetry. In contemplating your immortality, aging or infirmity, as you attempt to keep your leaf photosynthesizing as long as possible, every once in a while you have an experience that cuts through much of your cumulative illusions. Something reminds you of what you are supposed to be doing with your little bit of mud and little bit of time here.

Last Wednesday on Scotland Avenue in Orange, where the migrant men congregate each morning, hoping for a day’s work, there was a vigil, in response to the police’s increased harassment of them. It was the first day of Passover, when so many celebrate being brought from slavery into freedom. We stood with men who have come here for freedom and have found another form of oppression. They reminded us that one day we, too, had been immigrants, in words so similar to the Seder’s “Once we were slaves in Egypt.’’

We are all immigrants in this world, to this life. We came from somewhere and we are going somewhere. The question is not where did we come from and where are we going, but what should be do with the time we are here?

There is a vastness beyond our comprehension, yet the person next to us is of immense importance.

This is reflected in the last words that Jesus said to his followers after Easter morning, his final message, the one they were obviously supposed to remember first sand foremost. Did he tell them, “Keep the laws?” Did he tell them how to get into heaven? Did he say, “Remember me?” Did he say, “Make a religion out of my life. Tell people I am God. Persecute those who disagree?” No.

He said, “Feed my sheep.” For in this teaching there is no yesterday, no tomorrow. There is only, there has only ever been, now. What are we to do now?

Feed my sheep.

The End
