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Picture it, a huge hotel ballroom filled with tables covered in white clothes.  More than 3,000 people fill the room, enjoying plates of eggs, toast, bacon, and hashed browns.  Coffee flows.  Plates of fruit are passed from hand to hand.  And the air is abuzz with conversation.  On a raised stage at the front of the room sit dignitaries dressed in a variety of religious vestments.  Among these dignities sit President Bush and his wife Laura.  They, too, enjoy their meal and the conversation.  This is the scene at the National Prayer Breakfast, a usually somewhat self-congratulatory celebration of generic faith—and exercise in civil religion.  The President and First Lady have attended this breakfast for five years now—and fully expect to attend three more.  President Bush, an evangelical Christian himself, is quite comfortable at this prayer breakfast.  He is perfectly in his element—at least until the guest of honor, dressed in black leather and sunglasses, steps to the microphone.  President Bush is in his element until the guest of honor, in an Irish accent, speaks of the sins of wealth and the plight of the poor.  After praising the Bush administration for doubling aid to Africa, tripling funding for global health, and saving 700,000 lives with anti-AIDS drugs, our speaker then outlines how much more there is to do, saying:

“There is a gigantic chasm between the scale of the emergency and the scale of the response.  Sixty-five hundred Africans are dying every day of preventable, treatable diseases for lack of drugs we can buy at any drug store.  This is not about charity; this is about justice and equality.  Because there is no way we can look at what’s happening in Africa and, if we’re honest, conclude that deep down we really accept that Africans are equal to us.  If the death toll in Africa were occurring anywhere else in the world, the world wouldn’t allow it.”
(Christian Century, March 21, 2006)

Who would dare stand before the President of the United States at the National Prayer Breakfast and accuse him to his face of racist inequality?  Who would dare stand on United States soil and blame its government for the death of 6,500 Africans a day?  Who but Bono, lead singer for the Irish band U2?  And who says we don’t have prophets in our own time?  Thousands of years before Bono’s appearance at the National Prayer Breakfast, another man—this time a Hebrew prophet named Amos—said:

Hear these words, you fat cows that oppress the poor, who crush the needy, who say to their husbands, “Bring us something to drink!”  The time is surely coming upon you, when they shall take you away with hooks, even the last of you with fish-hooks.  Through the breaches of the wall you shall leave, each one straight ahead; and you shall be flung out into the desert.  (Amos 4: 1-3 ever so slightly adapted for UU’s)

Prophets get to talk like that!  “You fat cows—take you away with fish hooks.”  As a prophet it pays to use colorful language.  It gets you audience’s attention.  But in the end, Amos and Bono say the same thing.  They look squarely at the rich and tell them they have blood on their hands.  But who is this Bono guy anyway?

All of us who are part of Generation X are intimately acquainted with the work of Bono and his band mates Larry Mullen and “the Edge” from their songs as part of the Irish rock group U2.  Each of us approaching 40 can picture the cover of their most famous album “The Joshua Tree.”  And for many of us, all it takes is someone to mention a few U2 lyrics and we can hear the corresponding song in our minds.  I am sure there are many Baby Boomers and many of Generation Y who know about U2 as well—but U2 lives in Gen X blood.  U2 was the global conscience of the 1980’s, a time dominated by big-haired, “Girls Just Wanna Have Fun” synthesizer pop.  How refreshing it was to have a sincere, idealistic voice amid the plastic sound-bites of the Ronnie and Nancy years.  How amazing it was to have a rock band whose lyrics addressed real-world needs with a religious fervor.

Now two decades later, Bono is one of the biggest names in rock music in the world.  And he is one of the biggest names in world-wide charity.  For the past ten years Bono has served as a mouthpiece for such projects as the Drop the Debt campaign, which erased over $100 billion in Third World debt.  In 2000 he cofounded with Bobby Shriver, the organization DATA (Debt, AIDS, Trade, Africa), and he has sought to raise money to fight Africa’s AIDS epidemic.  His work with the One Campaign tries to make global poverty a concern of U.S. leaders.  For his political activism he was named Time magazine’s “Person of the Year” along with Bill and Melinda Gates.  Here is a rich, famous man who has made it his cause to speak to other rich, famous men—in hopes that he can change their hearts.  In an interview for a new book by Michka Assayas, Bono refers to his celebrity status as “silly” and “ridiculous,” yet he’s learned that “it is a kind of currency” that has given him access to the world’s power brokers.  He claims to feel few butterflies when meeting with world leaders like Tony Blair, Jacques Chirac, Vladimir Putin, and George Bush.  He says:

I’m never nervous when I meet politicians.  I think they should be nervous because I’m representing the poor and wretched in this world.  And whatever thoughts you may have about God, who He is or if He exists, most will agree that if there is a God, God has a special place for the poor.  The poor are where God lives.  So the politicians should be nervous, not me.  (Christian Century, March 21, 2006)

No since the likes of Dorothy Day and the Catholic Worker Movement have we heard someone so clearly say that God sides with the poor.  God lives with the poor.  God loves the poor best.  We who believe in a force greater than ourselves have some real soul searching to do.  Of course, religious humanist and church-going atheists can’t object to making the poor a priority, because humanists should lead the cause of stamping out global poverty.  Atheists should lead the cause to mend injustice precisely because they do not believe in God—if it is just us and nature, we better get busy and make a change.  So either way we look at it—God or no God—the poor of the world should be the absolute top priority of every single American.  (Now I am starting to sound like Amos—saying preposterous things to people who will never listen to me.  “Hear these words, you fat cows who oppress the poor, who crush the needy…”)  But at some level I truly believe Bono is right.  I truly believe that God lives among the poor.  I believe God cries for the poor, yearns for the poor, and favors the company of the poor above all others.  For it is we who have too much who are lost.  It is we who are well-fed and well-clothed and well-housed that are in dire peril of losing our souls.  I believe it is those in Africa and Latin America and India and elsewhere who truly know God in ways we cannot even imagine.  It is among the sick and dying poor that God’s true compassion is felt.  At the end of the day, belief in God is not optional for the poor.

Sure you say, Bono can go around the world speaking out for the poor because he is undeniably rich.  He can get his face on the cover of Time magazine because he is undeniably famous.  And he can get himself invited to be the honored speaker at the National Prayer Breakfast because he is undeniably powerful.  But what can you or I do.  We are not rich or famous or powerful.  We do not have a celebrity’s access to media and politicians.  What is the good of our trying to do anything with our small voices?  Would anyone really listen to us?  In looking at what Bono is able to do, Douglas A. Hicks, associate professor at the University of Richmond ask the question in another way:

Does Bono’s staging a benefit, such as the Live 8 shows last summer, send not one but two lessons to concertgoers?  Although fans may learn to show concern about extreme poverty and sign up for the One Campaign, they may also receive the message that an economically privileged lifestyle, in which they buy CDs and enjoy expensive iPods, is morally acceptable.  What if material excess is as harmful to us spiritually as absolute material poverty can be for the poor?  Bono cannot lead that fight.  (Christian Century, March 21, 2006)

What if material excess is as harmful to us spiritually as absolute material poverty can be for the poor?  This is the $65,000 question—to employ a bad pun.  A song in our hymnal says, “Cure thy children’s warring madness; bend our pride to they control; shame our wanton, selfish gladness, rich in things and poor in soul.  Grant us wisdom, grant us courage, make they peace our daily goal.  Make thy peace our daily goal.”  Rich in things and poor in soul.  I would content that this is a poverty as debilitating as any hunger.  It is a poverty as cruel as any homelessness.  If we are without soul, we are without life.  If we are poor in soul, we are truly impoverished.  We may think we are rich, as surrounded by nice things as we are.  But nothing that we own can save us from starving if we have forgotten to feed our spirits.  Nothing can save us if we deny ourselves spiritual food.  We will have become spiritual anorexics.  Our material excess will be as harmful to us spiritually as absolute material poverty is for the poor.

So what’s a non-rock star, American Unitarian Universalist to do?  Poverty is a moral issue.  Poverty in Harrisburg.  Poverty in Steelton.  Poverty in our nation’s capitol.  Poverty in neighboring countries.  Poverty is a moral issue.  And spiritual poverty is the greatest obstacle to generosity.  I don’t think most of us really understand just how materially wealthy we are.  We don’t understand that, for most of us, seven Africans or seven Indians or seven Guatemalans could live on what one of us spends in a year.  We don’t realize that with a slight adjustment in our budget we could spend less on ourselves and spend more to end poverty—material and spiritual.  You are doing one of the best things you can do to overcome spiritual poverty—you have come to church.  By coming here week after week, you feed your spiritual life.  By bringing your children here week after week, you insure that they are raised with a moral and spiritual sense of themselves.  By encouraging unchurched friends, neighbors, and coworkers to come to church with you, you spread the good news of Unitarian Universalism and make a difference in their lives and in the world.  None of us has to be a rock star to do something about poverty—material or spiritual.

Louis Jenkins’ poem, The State of the Economy:

There might be some change on top of the dresser at the back, and we should check the washer and the dryer.  Check under the floor mats of the car.  The couch cushions.  I have some books and CDs I could sell, and there are a couple of big bags of aluminum cans in the basement, only trouble is that there isn’t enough gas in the car to get around the block.  I’m expecting a check sometime next week, which, if we are careful, will get us through to payday.  In the meantime with your one-dollar rebate check and a few coins we have enough to walk to the store and buy a quart of milk and the newspaper.  On second thought, forget the newspaper.

This is the state of the economy for too many Americans.  It is the state of the spiritual economy of far more.  Like the old song says, “God bless the child who’s got his own—who’s got his own.”  The people at the National Prayer Breakfast, from the President and First Lady on down, can pray for the poor.  They can sign pledges and hear speeches.  But who is going to do something about poverty is what I want to know?  Will it be Bono or will it be us who ultimately make a difference?  What is the state of your spiritual economy or mine?  Do you know how rich you are?  Do I know?  Let each of us ponder deeply what we might do differently to be more generous.  Let us rededicate ourselves to see poverty and to do something about it.

In a benediction he often gives, my colleague, Rev. Mark Belletini urges the faithful to:

Go in peace.  Live simply, gently, at home in yourselves.

Act justly.  Speak justly.  Remember the depth of your own compassion.

Forget not your power in the days of your powerlessness.

Do not desire to be wealthier than your peers and stint not your hand of charity.

Practice forbearance.  Speak the truth, or speak not.

Take care of yourselves as bodies, for you are a good gift.

Crave peace for all people in the world, beginning with yourselves, and go as you go with the dream of that peace alive in your hearts.

So be it.

Amen

PAGE  
4

