Violence: a Challenge and an Opportunity

Stephen Sinclair, summer minister

Unitarian Universalist Church of Rockville

Sunday, July 27, 2008

Violence.  To violate, assault, impinge upon, disrespect, diminish, destroy, constrain.      In reflecting upon violence in preparation for today’s service, I was overwhelmed by the weight and breadth of this topic.  The realization of how much violence permeates our culture, our lives…..our daily activities and how we can so easily accept it as part of the natural order.  How we can accommodate violence; finding a place for it where we don’t have to really deal with it or if we have been a victim of violence, as most people have to varying degrees at some point in their lives, we find a place for that experience, a little nook in our psyches where we can pack away the effects of the violence, allowing us to go on with our lives.  Living with violence is a challenge.  Surrounded by it we are forced to react to it, anticipate it, or attempt to minimize the effect of it on our lives, those of our loved ones and our communities. 

Violence is so prevalent.  In trying to latch onto the essence of the meaning of violence I spent time trying to identify the forms of violence which we experience on a daily basis or intermittently or those forms which are hidden away or are so much part of our institutions and culture that they are not easily discerned.  We live in a violent world!  People inflict pain upon one another is so many ways!  Nation states inflict pain upon the citizens of other nation states.  Upon their own citizens.  State sponsored violence: war, genocide, torture, capital punishment.   Violence against the earth: pollution, global warming, over-development.  The digging and scraping of the earth to extract minerals….to build highways, strip malls, homes.  What must that feel like for the earth to be violated in that manner?  Animals being slaughtered unnecessarily.  Violence.  People hurting one another with their fists, with knives and guns.  Killing one another.  

It is almost too much to contemplate, especially on a beautiful summer morning in our peaceful sanctuary. But we must.  Our third Unitarian Universalist principle, justice, equity, and compassion in human relations challenges us to look at those practices and systems which keep us from realizing these things. In order to achieve it, to move toward it, we must look at violence and examine our own part in supporting and fostering it as well as through institutions which we support.  
This is a huge topic so it will not be my goal today to deal with every aspect of it, to analyze the causes of it, nor to offer a global solution to it, at least not on the level of discovering the root causes of all violence and of formulating public policy. What I wish to do is to raise our awareness of the violence which exists in all of us, in our thoughts, our words, our actions and in our selves.  It is my belief as well as that of many of the great teachers that in order to become peaceable and non-violent, in order to help create a world that is peaceable and non-violent, we must first begin with ourselves.  “Let there be peace on earth and let it begin with me.” 
It was my good fortune, over thirty years ago, to have been introduced to Raja Yoga, the Eight Fold path to enlightenment, of which the yamas and niyamas are the moral code, the ten commitments. At the beginning of the service I read from one of the many books written by own teacher, Swami Rama, in which he discusses ahimsa: non-hurting, non-harming, non-violence.  Having grown up in home with both physical violence as well as emotional violence which came in the form of taunts, insults and denigration, I entered adulthood full of pain and rage.  Through the practice of meditation and the study of the Vedic scripture I began to heal and to become aware of the harmfulness of my thoughts. How my thoughts, often vengeful and filled with self-righteous indignation at the injustices that had been perpetrated upon me, harmed me, hurt me, kept me from being in relationship with others, kept me from being loved, kept me from loving--kept me from being one with God. 

In her seminal work, On Violence, Hannah Arendt wrote…”that violence often springs from rage is a commonplace, and rage can indeed be irrational and pathological…Only where there is reason to suspect that conditions could be changed and are not does rage arise. Only when our sense of justice is offended do we react with rage, and this reaction by no means necessarily reflects [only] personal injury..”   In looking back on my childhood and those of my siblings I had been filled with rage knowing that things should have been different, but weren’t.  And later in my life my own sense of justice was offended because of the knowledge of the injustice, discrimination and oppression present in our society. More rage. More violent thoughts.
If only I had stayed on the path!  If only I hadn’t gotten distracted by life and slowly lost my awareness of ahimsa, of non-hurting. For me one of the most insidious forms of violence was resentments!  I’d hold onto my resentments against other people, institutions, God. I’d keep them bundled up on a shelf and periodically, well, actually, quite often, take them down and unwrap them savoring the hurt, the anger, and much like the man in the poem that Rev. Strauss read, intoxicate myself with hate. I would indulge myself with fantasies of revenge and retribution against those people and things which I felt had hurt me. It was stimulating!  I wallowed in it. Glorified in it.
I had a particular resentment against one of my neighbors who at one time, I believed, wronged me--had not appreciated me.  She must have felt the same way about me.  For seven or eight years we would avoid one another in our apartment building, looking down when we passed one another in the hall. I would cross the street if I saw her on the sidewalk. In the common garden of the building we would sit on opposite ends. I’d fume the entire time I sat there unable to enjoy the beauty around me or to concentrate on what it was I doing, so distracted was I by the ill-will of my thoughts.  One afternoon I was sitting in the garden outside my door and she walked out of her door carrying a cup of coffee and a book.  She spotted me immediately, but instead of heading to the other end of the garden as usual, she walked over to me and said, “This is ridiculous.  I can’t do this anymore. Let’s talk.”  That was a moment of grace.  We talked things over and asked forgiveness of each other. It was like a huge weight had been taken off my chest.  She and I never became friends, but we were respectful and cordial from then on.
It was only after this that I realized that I had, in my thoughts, been perpetrating violence against her and by doing that I had been robbing myself of my precious life, that I had been perpetrating violence against myself, thus removing myself from the sunlight of the spirit.  I had practiced character assassination, telling my other neighbors what a horrible person she was.  But she turned out to be one of my greatest teachers.  I learned that violence arose out of my anger towards her for not doing what I had wanted her to do.  It arose out of my fear that I wasn’t going to get what I thought I deserved. It arose out of my selfishness.  
So, once again, this growth and enlightenment stuff is an inside job!   The great Unitarian minister and theologian, the Rev. William Ellery Channing expressed this when he said, “Peace without can come only through peace within.”   This was said this within the context of the pacifist movement that emerged around the War of 1812, a movement which a few decades later influenced the Universalist minister, Adin Ballou and his development of the concept of Christian non-resistance.  What was a great influence to them and their colleagues was the Sermon on the Mount, in particular “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be children of your Father in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous.”  I don’t know if either of them were familiar with Hindu moral teaching, the first Unitarian to write about that was Ralph Waldo Emerson, but the ethics which they proposed have much in common with Eastern thought.  Mahatma Gandhi developed his theory of Satyagraha, meaning gripping the truth, based on the concept of ahimsa, something, a decade later, which greatly influenced the Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. in his use of non-violence in the civil rights movement.  However, the use of reason alone in identifying the turmoil and violence in one’s thoughts can also be used to bring change and enlightenment.  In The Tempest, the play by the great humanist, William Shakespeare, the character, Prospero, says, “With my nobler reason against my fury, do I take part; the rarer action is in virtue than in vengeance.”  Prospero believes that it is a higher calling, a more enlightened response to his raging, angry thoughts to subdue them with virtue than to let them play out into vengeful action. 
So what can we do in order to keep from having harmful, violent thoughts?   How do we keep those thoughts from manifesting themselves into words or action; into acts of verbal or physical violence which impart immediate and lasting physical and emotional damage on others, upon institutions and the earth?  First, I believe that we, as Unitarian Universalists, have a theology of Oneness which rejects the dualities of good and evil, man and nature, God and Devil; polarities which create the duality of friends and enemies, which relegates some people into the category of Other.  The Hindu belief in the all pervading presence of the divine in all things, in the inseparability of Creator and Created is given voice in our own seventh principle: respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part.  This in turn facilitates an attitude of reverence and compassion for all living things which then allows ahimsa, non-hurting/non-violence to come into play.  
Most of the religions and cultures of the world hold up as a more perfect way of living  some form of the Golden Rule: “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you” and also the idiom: “As you sow so shall you reap,” meaning what you do comes back to you—and I include thoughts in addition to deeds.  All of our thoughts, even if not manifested as words or actions, will have consequences, mostly through their return to us as harmful intent or action by others against us. Thoughts are powerful!  
To liberate ourselves from the bondage of self-centeredness; to free ourselves from the constraining, stifling effects of hurtful thoughts we must first become aware of them.  We must examine our actions to see if we directly or passively participate in hurting others.  We need not judge ourselves for thinking hurtful things nor condemn ourselves for participation in harmful actions.  In the spirit of self-forgiveness we can enter into this enterprise of knowing better ourselves and to seeking to foster peace without by becoming peaceful within. We can become mindful of our thoughts and make an active, disciplined attempt to change them by desiring to be different.  When we find ourselves thinking hurtful things or wishing harm on another we can stop and examine what it is that is making us feel this way, what unresolved issue do I have with that person or institution, what in my past—my experience with being violated or abused—is being aggravated and then projected into the present moment?  How can I work toward becoming more whole so that I can be more present in this moment?  When we find ourselves dwelling in duality, in the belief that we are separate from, different than, so that we find ourselves wishing ill of someone we can just stop.  What is my motivation?  Why would I want to harm someone if I truly believe that we are both the embodiment of the same divinity, that I am also present within the other person?  We can bless that person who has come as our teacher. We can ask for insight or reason--for understanding about the situation.  
By gently working toward seeing ourselves and the divine in all of creation we will slowly begin to let go of rage, hate, jealousy and animosity because we will see that separateness and individuality are an illusion. That we truly are our sister’s keeper because our sister is actually also our self.  Swami Vivekananda, the great yogi and Hindu teacher, who was brought to the United States by Unitarians to attend the 1893 Parliament of the World’s Religions, taught that “the test of ahimsa is the absence of jealousy. The person whose heart never cherishes even the thought of injury to anyone, who rejoices at the prosperity of even his greatest enemy, that person is the bhakta, the yogi, he is the guru of all.”  I have found that to be true in my own life.  When I find myself to be jealous of another for their power, their possessions, their stature or position in society I will find myself starting to tear them down, to dispossess them of their accomplishments.  But in doing so I am neglecting the fact that they are another facet of the Greater, another manifestation of that same thing of which I am.  To be jealous of another is to make me ungrateful and unappreciative of who and what I am and of the uniqueness of my journey and the challenges and teachings that I have needed in order to bring me to where I am today, to make me the person I am.  
I would like you to do something.  This week, pick a twenty-four hour period in which to examine your own thoughts and actions in regard to whether or not they bring about harm to others, to yourself, to the earth or to other sentient beings.  Think of the institutions which you support. Do they promote non-violence or violence?  How do you speak to your children, your partner, your parents or strangers?  Does it create an environment of non-violence?  What do you eat?  Does your diet bring harm to other people or other beings?  Does your use of commodities and resources foster non-violence?  As we heighten our awareness of our thoughts, words and actions we can make a conscious choice as to whether or not to change them, we can use Reason to make an ethical analysis of them. We can pray to the God of our understanding or to the ancestors for guidance. 
Violence: a challenge and an opportunity.  A challenge to our personal well being.  A challenge to the safety of our loved ones and our community.  A challenge to our idea of righteousness and morality.  Violence: an opportunity to liberate ourselves and our fellows from limited thinking and closed hearts.  An opportunity to free ourselves from the bondage of self.  An opportunity to rest in the sunlight of the spirit and to swim in the waters of all-encompassing love.  With this freeing attitude of non-hurting we can change ourselves and compassionately serve our fellows.  From this place of non-violence we have the strength and power to work for peace and justice.
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