Musings from Jean:  “When We Cannot Stay Silent”				Feb. 2012
Over the past several weeks I have been thinking more deeply about how staying silent when we disagree with someone or a group is really giving them and their idea(s) tacit assent, and that we need to start speaking up and politely, but firmly, disagreeing. Unless we speak out about what we believe, no one is going to know that we believe, think, or feel differently. We need to start naming and claiming our own beliefs before it is too late. I cannot tell you what to do or say, but I encourage you to at least wrestle with the ideas I am presenting to you here.
	I am talking about those difficult conversations that we need to have sometimes, when staying silent is really not the best way to go - either because people are being hurt, bullied and/or untruths are being expressed, or because opinions are being shared and our agreement is assumed, when in reality we do NOT agree with them - and it becomes important that we stand up for what we believe as a justice issue or because we think it is too important to stay silent. I am NOT talking about a conversation in which the two parties already KNOW they disagree and talking/debating about it would either hurt and/or destroy the relationship. Please know there are times when the relationship is more important than the disagreement. We all have to decide the difference. But if the people do not know there are differences between us, then I think speaking up instead of staying silent is our challenge.
	Therefore, I would like us to learn how to hold those difficult kind of conversations and become comfortable having them. Since difficult conversations can be,…well, difficult and sometimes scary, then it seems to me that we need to prepare ourselves for them, and to provide a place for finding the resources to be able to learn how to hold them, to support each other in our attempts, and to be able to debrief with each other after we have done so. I am hoping that we can create some small groups and/or times in which we can practice these skills. I look forward to your thoughts and ideas about this. But let me first tell you about the context out of which my musings arise.
	Whether the topic is politics, social justice issues, religion, theology, stories, jokes or even gossip about someone else, there are plenty of people who will spout out what they think and then assume that everyone else agrees with them. If we do not say anything, then they have “won” the argument. I am not advocating uncivil and rude responses, but I am talking about standing up for what one believes and not abiding by the “Minnesota Nice” myth. We can grant people their different opinions without allowing them to dictate what we ourselves should believe, act or vote on issues or candidates. 
	Are we really being “nice” to allow someone to think that we agree with them when we do not? Sometimes staying silent helps perpetuate misinformation, stereotyping, or allows discrimination and various kinds of biases to be further spread about. Is this not a clear violation of the Great Commandment of “loving God, neighbor and self” and of the 9th Commandment to “not testify falsely against a neighbor”? And even if it is not discrimination or a harmful issue, but a clear difference of opinion or theological difference, is staying silent really the best thing to do? Again, silence creates the belief that we agree. At a minimum I believe we need to make sure we are not perpetuating hurt for someone else. Words DO hurt, and stereotyped jokes or epitaphs are a form of verbal violence and abuse. Regardless of our age, we can help stop that kind of abuse. There would be no Civil Rights or reforms of any kind had everyone stayed silent.
	On Jan. 12, Kay Roberts facilitated a training session at CUMC called, “The Rule of Christ” which deals with handling conflict and differences of opinion or understanding of a situation, not only in church settings, but in our lives – at home, work, school and the playground - using the steps suggested in Matthew 18. Part of the training shared examples of situations where because no one questioned an individual about their statements or disagreed with their assumptions, major upheaval and sometimes very negative outcomes occurred. All along the way in these situations, we realized that if someone had just spoken up, the end result might have been different. All too often, even though people disagreed, people remained silent.
	When discussing this reality of staying silent, one of the attendees to my “Gnawing on the Word” class on Sunday, January 22, 2012 called herself a “coward” for not claiming her own beliefs when faced with some major theological differences espoused by a life-long friend. She expressed frustration with herself and with the situation and wondered how she could do better. Our conversation in the group provided additional stimulus for this Musing.* 
	I am sympathetic to her pain for there are many layers in such a situation: long-term friendship, religious differences, wanting to be respectful of other’s beliefs, etc., but I am still not convinced that saying nothing is the best policy in her situation or in many other circumstances when those differences are unknown to both parties. I am not advocating that we get into long debates. It is unlikely that we are going to change any minds. We probably cannot. What I am advocating is that we politely acknowledge the other’s belief, but then add that we believe differently. At least it gets it out in the open that what was originally said is not a “universal” belief. 
	How might we handle such a situation? “I” statements are always a good tactic when dealing with differences. For example: “I hear you say that you believe “…(fill in the blank)…”. I appreciate the depth of your belief and how it impacts your life. I want you to know, however, that I feel/believe/understand it differently. My personal understanding of “ (fill in blank)” is this….(fill in blank)”. Even though we do not agree on this, I value our relationship. Can we agree to disagree about this?”  Such a statement from you will establish and allow the differences, but keep what is important at the forefront – the relationship - rather than getting into a theological fight in which neither side will end up either happy or content. If they continue to want to argue it, you can always say that you don’t want to hurt the relationship by continuing the discussion, but that you just wanted to make it clear that you did not agree with the opinion/statement/belief that had been shared. We do not have to continue a debate once a difference has been established – particularly when we know nothing will change! It is a case of claiming our place in the discussion.
	My deep concern about this habit of silence lies not only with our public uncivil discourse on various justice issues, but that those issues are often couched in religious language or Biblical proof-texting as a means to prove their speaker’s truthfulness. I am deeply concerned about the fact that most progressive Christians have allowed Conservatives and Fundamentalist Evangelicals to publically state what it means to be a Christian to the extent that most people in society assume that the Fundamentalist viewpoint IS what Christianity is all about and that there are no other alternatives. When public Christianity is taken over by those who claim to have “THE way and the only way, no questions allowed and no alternatives admitted”, then it is no wonder that the majority of people today want nothing whatsoever to do with Christian churches and/or religion and would not consider coming through our doors. Not only is that a statistical current reality, but they also then have no idea about the positive open and alternative  side of Christianity and the hope and community it can offer people in the difficulties and stresses of life. The verbal and sometimes physical violence and abuse done in the name of religion (and all religions are guilty of this), is deplorable. The sad fact is that the media picks up on the extremists’ language and behavior because it is catchy “news” and therefore most religions get negative publicity.
	What does this have to do with us? The Visioning Team is working hard to figure out what Cambridge UMC should be in this city and Isanti County area. They are trying to figure out what our mission needs to be, and what and how that message will be communicated. CUMC was begun by folks who wanted an alternative to what was out there in the mid 1950’s and that doesn’t seem to have changed much in the years since. However, a church cannot have its mission be a negative: “we aren’t them”. We need to clearly claim our mission and message and not remain silent any longer in the face of those who proclaim that their belief system is the only truth. Unfortunately, those voices seem to be the loudest in today’s world and we cannot remain silent in the face of their efforts.
	For example, particularly when it comes to religion, there are many who will vehemently argue that their belief system is “right” and that if one only reads the Bible, then their position will surely be substantiated. The problem with that argument is that it assumes that when one reads the Bible, there is only “one truth” that emerges, rather than letting the Holy Spirit work allowing continuing revelation and inspiration.   The UCC motto, “God is still speaking” speaks to that idea. 
	The idea of there being just one right way as stated in the Bible is also predicated upon the belief that the Bible itself was dictated by God, and therefore things should be obvious. This is an assumption that I, for one, do not hold. I hold the Bible as sacred, but I do not believe it was dictated by God. Inspired, yes; but dictated, no. Even if I wanted to believe that, there are just too many internal inconsistencies and outright contradictions for such a claim to hold any validity for me. 
	The Bible is a book of books, first orally shared and then written across several centuries, with various human committees making the determination as to which “book” was to be included first in the Old Testament and then later in the New Testament. Our current New Testament canon was decided in the 5th century AD. 
	The writers of the various books of the Bible never intended that they be used as a scientifically factual resource answering our current issues. Today we are the products of the Enlightenment and the scientific revolution – a mindset totally unthinkable and unavailable to the early biblical storytellers and writers. For example, today we would not say that someone who was mentally ill was “demon possessed” but that is what is believed in the Bible. We therefore would not take that language literally, but would seek to understand what the meaning and purpose behind a story about “demon possession” means for us now and how we can translate it to have current spiritual understanding. God did not stop speaking to us in the 5th century. Nor has our knowledge and understanding of history, context, archeology, psychology, biology, physiology, geology, physics, the cosmos, etc. stayed the same as was known in the 5th century. God gave us the brains to learn. To deny our accumulating knowledge seems to me to be a rejection of how God created us to be.
This is not to say I reject the sacredness or importance of the Bible in my own spiritual journey or in our communal worship and education. Rather, to me, the sacredness of the Bible is enhanced by seeing it as the collection of sacred documents that my Judeo-Christian faith tradition has deemed essential and through which my ancestors in the faith worked to try to explain their relationship with God, their history, their story and their faith and why it is important. To me, the differences, the internal challenges and the variety all provide rich fodder for my own belief that one’s faith is something that needs to be continually growing and developing, not something that is stagnant and rigid. My faith is based upon my relationship with God, Christ and the Holy Spirit, and not on a single standardized set of statements or dogma which may have no logical application or make no sense in the 21st century. We can hold onto what is important and spiritually “true” without having to have everything be “factual” or literal. We can therefore keep ourselves open to God’s continued revelation without being afraid when our understandings change.
	Additionally, to hold to the idea that there is just one right way is to assume that any one person, one group, or one faith can know the whole mind of God. Such a belief is not only ludicrous, it is impossible. Why do we stay silent in the face of that reality?
	All religion is an attempt to understand the unknowable, a way of trying to explain life, and a way of trying to figure out our place in the universe and how and why we exist. There are many paths that contain partial answers. I do not proclaim that I have all of the answers, but I am wrestling with the questions and seeking answers along with all of you.
	I am a Christian because that is how I was raised. It is both my heritage and my faith path because I believe it contains many of the truths that resonate with me. It calls and challenges me to lead a life of love, understanding and compassion for all people, and it holds a mandate to work for justice for all, as I believe Jesus called his followers to do. I understand my role to be that of sharing the good news that Jesus brought us: that the Kingdom of God is present among us and that we are to be creating it in the here and now, not waiting for some time in the future, or only after we have died.
	Within the Christian tradition there are many differences of understandings. I am not telling you what you should or should not believe. But by the same token, I expect the same courtesy. I am sharing so that we have specific examples upon which to dialogue and so that you understand where I am coming from.  CUMC has people all along the theological spectrum.
	I have shared some of my beliefs because I know that they represent areas in which either you agree or disagree and over which there might need to be some difficult conversations among us or with others – family, friends, community members. These and similar discussions arise in the “Gnawing on the Word” class held every Sunday to which everyone from High School on up is invited to join. This may be one place to help us become comfortable talking, sharing and even disagreeing with each other such that we can practice for those even more difficult conversations with people even further away from us on the theological continuum. 
	Is speaking up going to be scary? Probably, but I believe we are in a critical place and a time where unless those of us who hold a different view of Christianity speak up, we will have lost the chance to share the good news of the Kingdom of God that can exist in the here and now as being a viable reality. The ears of the vast majority of what is called “the unchurched” may be permanently closed in the face of no other known alternative. 
	We need to speak up and break the silence so that other may know that we offer a Christianity that is not just “one way”, but one that is open to multiple understandings, diversity of opinion and open to the diversity of all of life; where our spiritual journey is a process and path and not a destination; where growth is encouraged; and believing that using one’s brains is seen as giving respect and honor to the God who gave us those brains; and where everyone’s ideas, presence and journey counts.  And, we can also agree to disagree and still be the body of Christ together.  
	Compared to what I am hearing out in society and what I hear from clergy and laity around me in this area, this would be a real alternative. If we don’t agree with what is being offered, we need to first speak up, and then offer another option.
	So, I’ve given us a challenge to break the silence: to speak up politely and respectfully to each other and to the world so that others will know there are truly Christian alternatives. I believe this challenge will also enhance our own spiritual journeys. Will you accept? Let me know what you think.                                                                                                                          
*Permission was granted by this person to use her words/ideas for this article.
Blessings,
Jean
 

 
 

