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     This has been a very trying week for me.  I came home from a week at The Mountain School for Congregational Leadership, which was a very uplifting and fulfilling week.  I was filled with optimism about the future, and excited about retiring and entering my new role as lay minister.  All was well with the world.  Then I got home, checked my e-mails, and saw one from Bill Davis about a shooting in Knoxville at a UU church.  The rest you all probably know.  Two members of the Tennessee Valley Unitarian Universalist Church in Knoxville were murdered, seven more were injured when a man entered the sanctuary and fired his shotgun three times.  He was tackled by church members, and held until the police arrived.

     How do we respond to this?  I admit I was in over my head on this one.  Finally, after much thought, I decided to have a Service of Remembrance, and provide a time for all of us to remember those killed, wounded, and traumatized by this event.  I was not so concerned about the format, but wanted everyone to be able to share with each other.  I hope when we leave here, it will be with a keener sense of purpose to help heal our world, to make peace, to try to understand what causes such evil.  I hope we will understand just how important our church can be in this community.

     I don’t want to spend much time on what caused a man to turn into a cold-blooded killer.  Surely he was filled with hate and anger, and he specifically wrote and said that he hated liberals and gays.  Some have attacked right-wing talk shows and television for spreading this kind of hate.  While this certainly goes on, the left does the same thing.  No one has cornered the market on hate, nastiness, sarcasm, and ridiculous overstatements.  Let’s move on from this aspect of the tragedy. 

     Two of our brothers and sisters are dead.  One more is in critical condition.  Six more were physically wounded, and who can count the number who have been traumatized?  Some people are now afraid to go to church. They wonder when the next lunatic may come in with a gun and start shooting.  We are now faced with the ugly reality that so many people in other countries face daily – you may be murdered based solely on your religious affiliation.  

     Greg McKendry and Linda Kraeger will murdered for their beliefs.  This is not an overstatement.  This is based on the words of the killer.  In the fullest sense of the word, they are martyrs.  They surely did not expect to become martyrs that Sunday morning, as they headed off to watch a children’s play.  Yet now they are gone, the remainders of their lives stolen from them by a man filled with hate.  The most valuable thing they possessed was taken away.  It can never be given back.  Nothing can make this right.  How do we respond?

     There are principles we stand for that will enrage others.  We believe in the freedom of religious thought for all people, where each one may seek truth without having to conform to a creed or dogma.  We believe in the dignity of all people, regardless of religion, politics, national origin, or sexual preference.  We believe in justice, true justice unencumbered by hate and prejudice.  We believe that peace and cooperation are worthy goals, goals that require great effort to achieve.  We believe in the right of all citizens to make their voices heard, even if it means taking unpopular stands.  And we support those taking these stands, even if we as individuals may not agree.  This is the essence of free speech, free thought, and liberal religion.

     Now we are at a cross roads.  Do we feel threatened in Tullahoma? Do we fear to come to church? Will we be targeted by someone who blames us for the world’s ills?  To use a quote from Francis Shaffer, a Christian Apologist, “How Shall We Then Live?”  During our discussion period, and in the weeks to come, we will have dialog, perhaps a great deal of dialog, on this subject.  Everyone needs to be heard, everyone’s concerns listened to carefully.  As a church family, it is important to reach a consensus on this question.

     “How shall we then live?”  Not in fear, not in worry.  No one can promise that we won’t be the target of evil, but fearing this possibility should never deter us from living by our principles.  We must always unashamedly stand for the rights of all people.  We must welcome, openly and without hesitation, those who are the objects of hate, scorn, and ridicule.  

     Sometimes our message may be unpopular.  Have you ever discussed gay rights at work?  Have you ever advocated for their right to get married?  Have you spoken out against the war and had your patriotism questioned?  Have you spoken out against something when most around you thought you were nuts?  Have you hidden your light, or have you let it shine?

     UUs have always taken the lead on social issues, such as women’s suffrage, the abolition of slavery, minority voting rights, and now gay rights.  UUs are willing to take unpopular stands, even when it means risking condemnation and death.  There will always be hate-filled lunatics in the world, and some of them may hate you.  Don’t back down, don’t be afraid, and don’t give in.  We have a message to share, the hope that we can peacefully resolve differences in an increasingly dangerous world, the hope that all people can be accepted, even if they don’t fit the “normal” mold, whatever “normal” is.  

     In closing, I would say simply, “Do not hate and do not fear. Be bold and make a difference.”  By doing this, we can honor the memory of Greg McKendry and Linda Kraeger.   

