


MORAL LEADERSHIP




By Reverend Lynn Thomas Strauss


At times it seems there are no leaders left to trust.  When the president of the United States separates the world into good and evil people, into good and evil states, and then lies to the American people in order to start a war, and then supports torture, and refuses to be accountable for its mistakes and its failings – it seems there are no leaders left to trust.


When guns proliferate our streets, and politicians and citizens are afraid to call for meaningful gun control and innocent children and teenagers and African American young men continue to die, and Unitarian Universalists are murdered in their church – it seems there are no leaders left to trust.

When priests, and ministers are finally confronted and  confess to sexual abuse, but it goes on and on – it seems there are no leaders left to trust.

When yet another elected official confesses an illicit affair, when the senator from Alaska and the Mayor of Detroit are in big trouble- it seems there are no leaders left to trust.  

In the face of so much immoral leadership and there is pressure to go along-to say “that’s just how it is”,   we end up living in silence and in fear, and we are often ashamed of our complicity.


We the people, must call for an end to immorality in government,  immorality in the distribution of wealth, immorality in the use of violence.   We must call for an end to immorality in the churches, immorality in all halls of power.  We the people must demand moral leadership.   

How does such immorality come about?  How do so many good men, and sometimes women, get caught by greed and narcissism, by certainty  Why do so many abuse their power?  

One cause of immoral leadership is isolation.  When leaders operate in isolation from the people they serve, when they act alone, or surround themselves with secrets, when a climate of fear or the practice of adulation, takes over…then the leader has no mirror, no accurate reflection in which to see themselves and their actions.  Then they imagine they are right…then they imagine they are innocent.
Recent events in my own life as a religious leader have brought home to me, the need to stay in touch with those whom I serve.  So many of you have reached out to me and my family in the aftermath of the tragic shooting in my former church in Knoxville, TN.  At times of grief and vulnerability, I sometimes move toward isolation.  I think that I need time alone, I think that I can’t share my doubts and fears, I think that I need to remain strong, and take care of everyone else.  Perhaps you have similar inclinations in a crisis or in grief.
By your care, you have reminded me, of my humanity, of my need to be comforted, of my need to grieve and feel the pain of such a horrific experience. You have reminded me that I am loved and therefore part of you…not separate, not alone.

And in your generous caring, I am given back my strength and my faith, and my place within this beloved family of UUCR.This we can do for each other, in times of crisis. We all need to be reminded that we are not alone.

I thank you for that, and I ask that you risk those caring acts for me and for each other, whenever things are tough…whenever any one of us needs to be reminded of our place. Don’t stay silent, don’t keep secrets. Thus you will play a significant part in keeping me and each other open and honest, in keeping all of us humble and healthy.  You and your love and concern will help to keep me a moral leader, help all of us to remain a moral community.
 It is the people’s responsibility to hold up the mirror.  The people must demand honesty, integrity, openness, fairness and trust.   Too often we expect too little, or we don’t give honest feedback or we don’t fire them or vote them out of office…immorality alone is just cause for outrage.


But we’ve almost learned to expect it.  We’ve certainly learned to accept it.  Who will raise the standard?  When will we begin to teach our children that immorality is unacceptable?


I want to help change this culture of acceptance of immoral leaders by lifting up some of the many people at work in the world who offer a model of moral leadership.  I want to tell you about one individual, and then I want to tell you about the acts of a moral community.


We are enjoying earth centered music of flute and drum this morning because I want to tell you about an African leader named, Wangari Maathai.  Ms Maathai, is from Kenya and in 2004, she was the first African woman and the first environmentalist to be awarded the Nobel Peace Prize.  

Ms Maathai leads from a place of love, which is the source of all moral leadership.  A good evaluative question to ask about leaders…is, what is it they love that inspires their work.  Her love is for her country Kenya and for the women and children of that country.   Even more particularly, her love is for trees.
Born in 1940, she grew up within the Kikuyu clan, in rural Kenya, in the great Rift Valley.  As a girl, she loved the land and the lush countryside – her family were peasant farmers and they lived off the land.  The soil was rich dark-red and moist.  They grew all their food.  And no one went hungry.

During her lifetime, Ms Maathai saw centuries old farming customs replaced by logging companies, commercial agriculture, and wildlife hunting.  


Settlers came and land and water became scarce. The kinds of crops raised were changed, clear cutting continued.   Local plants were eliminated and the natural ecosystem was destroyed.  The tree roots that had held the water and kept the soil rich and moist were gone…and the erosion led to reduction in ground water.  The trees she loved were disappearing.
Wangari won a scholarship to a college in Kansas…and was  much influenced by the spirit of possibility and independence of the United States, she returned to Kenya ready to work on environmental restoration.  She went on to earn her PhD in 1971 from the College of Nairobi.  She was the first woman in East and Central Africa to earn a doctoral degree.

Wangari had learned more than biology , she had also learned leadership skills.  And in 1977, she began working with village women in a tree-planting project called “The Green Belt Movement”.   
She taught women how to begin tree nurseries and how to plant trees.  These networks of rural women have in the last thirty years planted over forty million trees across Kenya.
In 2003, Ms. Maathai was appointed assistant minister for the environment.  In 2004 she received the Nobel Peace Prize. She still lives and works in Nairobi…and she still plants trees.

Ms. Maathai is a moral leader because she teaches independence,  she helped women overcome tremendous adversity and prejudice.  In the face of great difficulty and little government support, she gave hope to people who had lost hope, and she helped to save Kenya’s forests and to restore democracy to her beloved country.  She lead from a place of love and hope.
Her story also shows the power of the people.  No one person could have planted a thousand trees or a million trees…these were acts of a moral community.

Again to share from personal experience, I want to lift up the moral community of the Tennessee Valley UU congregation and the inter-faith community of Knoxville.


When I arrived at the church the Friday after the shooting, the church doors were all open and people were entering and leaving all day long.   Volunteers were hard at work making scrapbooks out of all the condolence cards that had been received.   There was a table in the fellowship hall where church members would sit for a time and write “thank you” notes to those who had sent flowers or provided food.


On the Sunday morning of the tragedy,  members of the congregation wasted no time in bringing down the shooter, in tending to the wounded, in getting the children safely out of the building, of praying together on the grounds, and of helping one another in any way they could.


The president of that congregation has shown tremendous good sense in dealing with the media and offering necessary information to all who needed it.  The secretary has fielded all the phone calls, and been consistently patient and caring in her communications. 

The minister of TVUUC arrived just two hours after the police and he found his congregation in shock, but doing all that was necessary to move forward.  The subsequent days and weeks have shown TVUUC to be a community of moral people.  To a person, they have been kind and loving.   Everyone, whether a member of that congregation or some other church, or a neighbor, or a reporter, everyone has been welcomed into the sanctuary  to meditate, everyone has been welcomed into the fellowship hall to eat, everyone has been greeted and listened to and thanked.

Moral leadership is simple really,  every religious and ethical tradition shares the wisdom of these words.

“Love one another.  You are your brother’s keeper”.

I don’t believe it is mixing religion and politics to speak in moral terms…to remind all leaders that they hold a sacred trust.

I think it appropriate to ask all leaders “what love is it that inspires you to lead?”
And to remind them that we are all brothers and sisters of one family.    No one should be isolated, no one should be separated.  No one should be alone.  No one should be lied to, or abused, or tortured, or killed.  No one should be demoralized by immorality.
Let us continue to share positive stories of moral leadership that we have known in our lives.  Let us tell our children of courageous acts of communities of moral people.
Bridging differences and fear to act morally  is not easy…while in Knoxville, I was asked to help organize a healing service at the Mosque.  After September 11th, the Tennessee Valley UU church had reached out and formed a bond with the Muslim Center…so in their time of crisis, Chris, the minister at TVUUC, wanted to reach out to their neighbors for help.  So we called the Mosque and they were happy to help and host such a service…but they said, any service in the Mosque must keep the men and women separate.   We hadn’t thought of that!  What to do.  I couldn’t imagine separating partners and spouses and families in a service that was intended to bring people together.  So we conferred and thought of a plan…what if, we have the service outside the mosque, on their grounds? So that’s what we did.  The mosque paid for a tent and for sound equipment and provided food for the reception in their fellowship hall.  And we had the service outdoors where no separations were required.

To come to moral solutions, is never easy, but it is always possible.  Leadership happens, survival happens, healing happens when everyone moves forward together-when no one isolated, or separated or left behind- when we know the truth and live it…that we are all brothers and sisters of one family.

Amen/Blessed Be
