


LIBERATION THEOLOGIES

                                      A Sermon by  Reverend Lynn Strauss


Liberation is a family value. 



At the dinner table in my family home, during the early 1960s I often argued with my parents about religion and politics.  Civil rights, use of the words Negro or Black, the wisdom of our Methodist minister to preach about the current racial struggles in our city-all these were topics on which I learned to express my dissenting opinion.  Unwittingly, I was working out a liberation theology.


Liberation theology is a method of study, reflection and action. It is a discipline that brings the experience of a cultural group to bear on the stories and scriptures of the community.  It is theology because it asks and re-asks the question; “Where is God or the holy in this situation, in this encounter?”


Liberation as an historical thread and as a personal journey can be a family practice…for it is a moral conversation.   The only other place you’re likely to learn liberation stories is in church- in some liberal churches or liberal temples.  The Bible can be read as a collection of liberation stories.


The liberation of Adam and Eve to human choice, the liberation of 

Ruth and Naomi to their powerful relationship, the liberation of Abraham to his trust in God,  the liberation of Moses to the leadership of his people, the liberation of Lazarus from his death, the liberation of the followers of Jesus from oppressive religious laws, the liberation of the Good Samaritan to his best self.


This morning we celebrated the growth toward independence and free thought of our 6th graders in the Coming of Age ceremony.  We gave them the gift of a chalice necklace to mark their journey within the embrace of the Unitarian Universalist faith.


This afternoon we will celebrate a seder meal in the Founders Hall.

Children have a unique role in the Passover seder.   They are included in many parts of the ceremony.  From a blessing, to the Four Questions, to the affikomen prize; children join parents at the table to learn the story of the liberation of the ancient Hebrew people from slavery in Egypt.


The tradition of Seder was first taught to the Strauss children at our UU church, (many of the members, like Dave, were from a Jewish background).  It became an important tradition for our family.   To tell the emblematic story of the escape from slavery, to connect the special foods with the story,

To sing as part of the meal…to celebrate Passover in all the dining rooms where we have lived, to deepen their connection to their own heritage…Dave and I hoped that all of this would someday have meaning for our children.

We are a congregation of many ages, and we have a special responsibility to teach our children…to pass on our legacy, our principles, our values.  For Unitarian Universalist children in particular, liberation and freedom must be family values.  We must tell the stories and teach the method of understanding the meanings…and what actions we are called to…


It is necessary for freedom stories and experiences to be shared with children and youth, because the sufferings of oppressions are most certainly experienced by children. In fact children often suffer the worst consequences of these oppressions.

Consider the oppression of war, the oppression of health care withheld, the oppressions of economic injustice…of the greed and selfishness of those who control the wealth.   Consider the tyranny of poor education, of inadequate housing, of hunger.  Consider the cruelty of sexual abuse and rape.  The grinding necessity of child labor to put food on the family table.   

 How many thousands of children in Iraq are orphans?  How many thousands in Africa are living with AIDS?   How many babies in Darfur are hungry day in and day out?   How many ten year olds in Latin America live on the streets?  How many boys and girls in the United States are physically and sexually abused by adults in their lives?  How many are addicted to drugs or alcohol?   How many young children with small nimble fingers, work in sweatshops in Thailand and Guatemala, and Indonesia?   


The dictionary definition of oppression is the exercise of authority or power in a cruel or unjust manner.  Acts of oppression can be wrought by individuals with abusive use of power-over …or it can be practiced systemically by an unjust system…such as the oppression of poverty and homophobia in America.


Wherever oppression exists, children are its’ frequent victims.


Therefore, liberation and freedom must be family values.


And we need to learn and tell the stories.


Fortunately there are many stories of human liberation to be told and heard and taken to heart.  Flights to freedom, breaking the captive bonds, and healing the wounds of oppression, are images and tales as old as the days of women, men and children on the earth.

Alongside the tragic history of oppression and slavery, is another history, a history of struggle, a history of resistance, a history of survival.

Not just a hero’s journey, but a family story, yes, even a birth story.  Within these stories is the history of hope.

It seemed important to Dave and me  to tell  other freedom stories at our dinner table.  As they became teenagers, our children took the story of the union struggle in America as their own…they learned of the Black freedom struggle in America and South Africa, they listened to Pete Seeger, they learned songs of resistance and songs of peace.  They blended their secular understandings  with their Unitarian Universalist experience.  It really began to matter to them.  It is my hope that soon they will begin to tell these stories to their children.


One of the uses of religion over the centuries has been as a source of reassurance and hope.  When people are suffering they often turn to the gods for help.  And while they wait for deliverance, they hold on to family traditions…to the simple healing ritual of table fellowship, to the sacrament of sharing whatever small bit of food they might have.


What better place to pass on liberation stories, stories of resistance and hope than at the family dinner table.


Not only scripture can be read for liberation stories, but so can the newspaper and certain magazines, and our religious tradition…we can tell our personal and family liberation stories to one another.  This is part of the reason for gathering around tables for potluck as well as for seder.


There is power in the connection between religious story and the breaking of bread.   It makes manifest the sustenance of faith.   Eating the matzoh, the unleavened bread, is a symbolic reminder of the suffering of the Hebrew slaves, and of their courage in leaving everything behind.


I wish I had been at the papal mass at the Nationals stadium this week, just to observe the priests serving communion to thousands and thousands of people.  


Whatever else it might represent, bread is strength, bread is life, bread (or rice) is often the last thing that a people, or a family, have to share. 

The Passover seder story is the foundational liberation theology story.

It celebrates the birth of freedom in the season of spring.  As the flowers rise up against winter, so the Israelites rose up against the Pharoah.    Many scholars believe that Passover was a fusion of two pre-monothistic festivals- one of shepherds and one of farmers- in which celebrations of the flocks fertility and the sowing of new crops intermingled and became part of the symbolic story.

As it is told in Exodus…the small Israelite clans came to Egypt under royal protection and prospered and multiplied.  Later Pharoahs began to fear and hate the Hebrews, so they were subjected to forced labor -also to control the population, all boy babies were to be killed.


But early on, there was resistance.  Midwives, whether Hebrew or Egyptian, refused and hid the babies.  One child, to be named Moses, was hidden in the stream, was saved and raised within the royal family.


When grown, Moses left Egypt, but later he heard the word of God calling him out of a burning bush.  God directed him to return to Egypt and with the help of his brother Aaron, and his sister, Miriam to lead his people out of slavery.  Liberation came not just with God’s intervention, but also because of the courage of the people.


The story tells of God acting dynamically in the history of the Hebrew people, and helping them to escape across the Red Sea and into the desert wilderness.  Ten plagues were brought down upon Pharoah, the last of which was the slaying of the first born …the Jews spread the blood of a lamb on their doorposts, so that the final plague would pass over their homes and protect their sons.


Jewish midrash, rabbinical interpretation, points to the family elements in this liberation story.  A strong connection is made between human birth, the protection of babies, and the liberation of a people.


Passover is an important part of our Judeo-Christian heritage.

And although parts of this story are mythical, the bold step toward freedom of the Hebrew people has become symbolic of the need of all people to move toward freedom.   This story is part of our story – part of our living tradition.

From it, we are reminded that liberation is a family value.


Other liberation theologies have used the wisdom from this ancient story of hope and solidarity.   Latin American liberation theology was an important spur to the liberation movement in Latin America in the 1970s.   It’s purpose was to raise awareness of poverty and to empower the poor to become agents of change.  This was a Christian-Base Community movement that used the Bible as a source of study and coalition- building.  Poor people, ordinary people, men, women and children came together in courage and solidarity, and challenged the hold of the Catholic hierarchy and political oppression…in various Latin American Countries, particularly Brazil and El Salvador. 

 They took as their guide Jesus words in Matthew:  “For I was hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink.  I was a stranger and you did not welcome me, naked and you did not give me clothing, sick and in prison and you did not visit me.

Truly I tell you, just as you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to me.”


The core message of Latin American Liberation Theology was that God held a preference for the poor.  Believing that God truly cared for them, and that he stood with the marginalized and suffering…Many ordinary citizens found their voice and their power to organize for change.  


The concerns of liberation theology reached the highest levels of the Catholic church culminating in a Vatican document from the Synod of Bishops in 1974.  Even last week, we could hear the language of the poor and of liberation as an integral part of the papal address.


 Liberation is a family value in other cultures as well.

In the United States in the 1960s & 70s,  Black Liberation theology, found its voice in the work of James Cone; theologian, teacher and minister.  James Cone grew up in segregated Arkansas and experienced the failure of Christianity to confront the evil of slavery in America – neither did the church speak truth to the continuing oppression of Blacks by white society.

There was a need for a new theology, one that would put the African American experience at the center.  This thread of liberation theology continues today in liberal Black churches like the one Reverend Jeremiah Wright formerly led on the South side of Chicago.


The experience of the oppressed brought to bear on the vision and stories of scripture are still fundamental to the religious experience of African American Christians.  Liberal theology and perspective is still a language, a method with power and meaning for many.


What does that mean for Unitarian Universalists?  For most of us are not part of an oppressed minority,  most of us and our children have been granted a great deal of privilege.   It is important to understand that liberation theology is not about individual freedom or personal suffering as much as it is about collective suffering, systemic oppression and communal liberation.


Too often our mostly white and privileged engagement with these theologies has been superficial and self-serving…too often, too many of us have come away with a stronger sense of personal victimization, but without a deep understanding of oppression and poverty, of slavery and marginalization- to often we have not heard the call for action. 

 Too often we have failed to ask the question;  “Where is God or the holy in this situation?”  Too often we have made it about ourselves…how have we suffered, what can “we” do for others?   Too often, we have been in a hurry.   Or we simply shut down, because the pain we see in the world seems too much to bear.   

Teaching our children about liberation struggles brings us up against issues of violence and non-violence…issues of racism and sexism and homophobia…it is good therefore to teach in the context of the family dinner hour…to connect freedom struggles with religious and theological values and experiences.  Liberation is a value to teach with care and is best taught within community.  That is why we bring our children to a Unitarian Universalist Sunday school, so they can learn values within a loving and progressive community. This is why we also come…we also come to learn. 

And to bear one another up…to bear the pain of the world’s children together…and to remind one another to ask the sacred questions.

The role of religious faith, is prophetic and pastoral…to name the evil in the world and to offer hope…hope that springs both from the power of the divine and the power of the human spirit.  Hope that springs from a vision of a new world.

The seder story concludes with a call to celebrate next year in Jerusalem…to celebrate next year in a new world …a world of peace and freedom for all.

 This is part of the blessing that we have to offer as a faith, as a congregation…a telling of sacred story that honors freedom and resistance and courage – while also celebrating the joy and hope of righteous peoples through the ages.  The hope of peace and freedom.  May we continue to tell the stories.  May we live as if, liberation is a family value.

So May It Be/Amen
