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There is a minister out there misusing my good name.  Of course, he would say the same about me.  Bob Emrich has spent the past several months writing up one side of Maine and down the other, speaking from the steps in Augusta, and getting his point of view aired on any radio station that will tape him.  Bob Emrich has an agenda: to stop marriage equality in Maine.  He’s convinced that marriage between same-sex partners is against the teachings of the Bible, and will be the downfall of the American family and the American society. His Stand For Marriage Maine Coalition has worked hard with the same folks who introduced Proposition 8 in California, and is pumping resources into Maine in order to ensure that marriage in Maine never be “redefined”. Marriage has always been about one woman marrying one man and creating children together, according to Rev. Emrich, it would be a tragedy to “redefine” it as “nothing more than an official recognition of two people’s professed love for each another.”

I’m not sure which traditional, biblical, marriage customs Rev. Emrich is striving to uphold. Is he harking back to the polygamous marriage of the ancients, or perhaps to the early Christian practice prohibiting marriage for everyone?  Would he like women to be sold into marriage, as was the custom for such a long, long time…

Bob Emrich has a strange way of following the custom his Holy scripture most often asks of him: loving his neighbor as himself.

None of the arguments against same-sex marriage hold water – not Bob Emrich’s, and not any others’ I’ve heard or read – and yet here we are, needing to vote to uphold an equal rights law already on the books, thanks to our forward-thinking, justice minded Legislature. And, you will need to go vote, because this civil rights issue has brought out all the people who wait to hate – given such an obvious opportunity, there are folks who want nothing more than to help the Bob Emrich’s of the world spread their damning, demeaning messages far and wide. 

It’s not their individual voices that allow them to have such an impact on our daily lives, on our deepest civil rights, it’s the power of their association.

James Luther Adams, one of our great modern theologians, championed the voluntary association. To explain the voluntary association he wrote: ”….these associations are or claim to be voluntary; they presuppose freedom on the part of the individual to be or not to be a member, to join or withdraw, or to consort with others to a form a new association. By way of contrast the state and the family, for example, are as associations involuntary, and in some countries the church also is virtually involuntary. All persons willy-nilly are born into a particular state and a particular family. It is not a matter of choice whether they will belong to these two associations. In this sense they are involuntary.”
 The importance of the voluntary association in our society, or any society was paramount in Adam’s view. He wrote: “Indeed, the rejection of freedom of association, the rejection of the freedom to form groups that attempt to democratically affect public policy, can serve as the beginning of a definition of totalitarianism,”
 a regime he witnessed in Nazi Germany. Adams was proud of the history of the voluntary association in America, and particularly proud to be part of the voluntary association that is the Unitarian Universalist religion. He wrote, with both good will and gentle humor, “How shall we define voluntary association? Speaking of the situation in the United States of over a hundred years ago, the Frenchman Alexis de Tocqueville observed that ‘in no country in the world has the principle of association been more successfully used, or applied to a greater multiple of objects, than in America…Wherever, at the head of some new undertaking, you see the government in France, or a man of rank in England, in the United States you will be sure to find an association.’ De Tocqueville gives the classical description of the multitude of associations in the United States at that time, associations for libraries, hospitals, fire prevention, and for political and philanthropic purposes. One could sum up de Tocqueville’s description of the United Sates in that time by saying that where two or three Americans are gathered together you may be sure that a committee is being formed. We have been ‘a nation of joiners.’”
 

This church, in and of itself, is a voluntary association, but let me be honest and tell you: against forces like Bob Emrich’s Coalition, this voluntary association has little power, let alone against the forces our government may bring to bear, when it so chooses. The only way to fight the kind of hate and fear and lies and injustice that people like Bob Emrich dish out, is to be part of something much bigger, with much more power to be heard in the larger public forum.  These places of brokenness in society, they can be healed, but you’re going to want more than two or three people on that committee.

Here in Maine, to fight the particular oppression facing us, you can join Equality Maine, you can join the No on 1 Campaign, and you can be part of the Unitarian Universalist Association of Congregations. The UUA’s Standing On the Side of Love campaign has brought enormous pressure to bear on the need for marriage equality at a national level. Suddenly we are not 200 voices here in Yarmouth, crying out for justice. We are 100,000 voices, crying out from over 1,000 church buildings across America, demanding change, upholding the lives of our brothers and sisters who are still denied the basic human freedom to become next of kin. Prisoners on death row for murder can become next of kin with partners they will never consummate a relationship with, this right is upheld by the Supreme Court of the United States of America, but our homosexual brothers and sisters who have been raising families together and increasing the amount of love in the world for decades can not.
 That should make us cry, that should make us cry out, and because we are part of an Association, when we cry out we are heard.

If you think of yourself as a member of the First Universalist Church of Yarmouth first, and a Unitarian Universalist second, and a member of our Association third, then the UUA’s Growing Our Diversity campaign might not seem to have anything to do with you. The UUA is calling for ethnic diversity in our congregations and in our ministerial leadership. They are listing the following priorities: 
· Expand the Building the World We Dream About curriculum and associated resources and training.


· Support congregations that are working to create a Unitarian Universalism that is racially, culturally, and economically diverse; a part of this support will be in the form of grants.
 

· Enable UU congregations and districts to minister effectively to youth and young adults who identify as people of color or multiracial, and to their families, in the areas of spiritual development, racial/cultural identity development, and leadership development.

……And when you hear or read that you might think, We live in MAINE. We live in Yarmouth, ME, and really, that just doesn’t have much to do with me, to do with us, in this little rural, not urban, church.

But if you remember that you are a Unitarian Universalist first, part of a growing, living, changing body of people and churches and fellowships around the country, and, indeed, around the world, then you will see that it has everything to do with you, and everything to do with us. Here in Maine we are fighting for the end of religious and civil oppression against our gay/lesbian/transgender/queer and questioning community. In Tucson they are trying to keep migrant workers from dying in the dessert. In North Carolina they are fighting tooth and nail to bridge the ethnic divide…as our own Laurel Amabile writes, “The value of seeing ourselves as a whole and powerful people, supporting anti-oppression movements across the country and around the world, whatever they are, wherever they are, and deploying our resources as a national team, this is the best way, the only way to have a real influence in our country. The minute you let up,” says Laurel, “the gap can be filled with hate.”

Today is our day to glory in the freedom of our voluntary association, the Unitarian Universalist Association of Congregations. Today is the day to support their efforts, with our hearts and souls, and our checkbooks, if we so choose. It is the day to reflect on the fact that Maine is a diverse, dynamic place, and there are many who live on the margins of the freedoms we enjoy, because of their gender, their sexual orientation, their skin color, their age, their immigration settlement status, their mental health, their economic reality, right here in our community, in the greater Portland area, in the state. The goals of our national Association, may seem, at first glance, to be all about larger churches, in diverse urban areas, but they reach deeply into our own backyard, and we reach out to them. Ours is an interdependent web of the mutuality Martin Luther King Jr. told us would change this country, and change the world. Ours is the power of the voluntary, national association, and the opportunity and responsibility to be part of that larger conversation, that larger striving for justice across the landscape of America.
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