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I want to begin this morning by thanking Sarah Culver for her courage and compassion in creating today’s service with me. I know this has been a heart-wrenching journey for her, as it has been for me, and I simply want to tell Sarah how much I appreciate her willingness to help all of us remember and honor the victims of the Holocaust, and to search for a path leading from evil and darkness to hope and light.


Like Sarah, I’ve also asked myself if it’s possible to find any reason to hope, any reason to light that single candle, in the face of the most monstrous act of evil in human history. Does the Holocaust prove once and for all that darkness and evil are permanently etched on the human heart?  Is humankind destined to live in a world of hatred and violence? And above all else, how can we have reason to hope in the face of what Elie Wiesel calls that one long night, in which so many men, women, and little children were turned into wreaths of smoke beneath a silent blue sky?


I wish I could tell you that I had a simple answer to those questions, but there are no simple answers. But I think we can begin, in fact we must begin, by remembering. We must remember the millions of victims – their stories, their humanity, their dignity, and their despair. As I think both Sarah and I have experienced as we planned today’s service, reading or listening to the testimony of survivors like Elie Wiesel is hard and emotional. It is so much easier to push the darkness and the suffering out of our minds. But we cannot and we must not for as Wiesel himself has stated so eloquently, “(Although) remembering creates despair, it also creates within us a duty not to despair.”


And I think remembering does something else – it compels us to take responsibility and to ask hard questions – questions about ourselves and our world, questions about our past and our future. The stories of those who died and those who survived compel us to ask how such an immense act of evil could have been perpetrated against millions of innocent people? What led so many to participate in the hatred and the genocide, and so many others to stand by in silence and indifference? And why have we seemingly learned so little from the tragedy of the Holocaust as humankind continues to engage in an endless stream of violence and hatred since then, ranging from genocide in places like Cambodia and Rwanda to the epidemic of violence and abuse taking place in our communities, our neighborhoods, and our schools?


As I’ve reflected on some of these questions, and especially on the roots or origins of the Holocaust, it has become clear that there are literally dozens of answers and explanations. And I must say that I find some truth in many of these explanations. But the longer I wrestle with these questions, the more I’ve come to conclude that there is a single factor, a single root cause of not only the Holocaust but also of slavery, of religious intolerance, and of the many acts of violence and genocide that have plagued and continue to plague our world. 


And that root cause is simply this. Throughout most if not all of human history, we as a species have been unwilling or unable to embrace the core ethic of Universalism, which is the affirmation that all people are precious and deserving of love and compassion. To put it another way, the human family has never truly seen itself as one family in which the worth and dignity of each and every person is affirmed, respected, and celebrated. 


Rather than embracing an ethic of universal love and acceptance, humankind has been guided by a very different ethic – an ethic rooted in the idea that some are more deserving than others and that human worth and dignity are not universal but instead a privilege belonging to one group, to one nation, to one gender, to one race, to one religion, to one sexual orientation, to one political party, to one class, and so on. More than anything else, I believe history has been the tragic story of exclusivism – a story in which the world has been divided into the privileged and the less privileged, the saved and the unsaved, the neighbor and the stranger, the loved and the unloved.


And it is that ethic of exclusivism which has, in my view, paved the way for the violence, the hatred, and the suffering that characterize so much of human history. The division of the world into us versus them and friend versus enemy has been both a justification and an invitation to make war, to enslave, to exploit, and to commit the most unspeakable acts of genocide. 


And I’m sorry to say that even though we stand in the shadow of Auschwitz and in the shadow of pleas to never let this happen again, I’m sorry to say that we as a species have not yet made the journey from exclusivism to love, from privilege and power for some to dignity and worth for all. 


And yet, in spite of the violence and inhumanity that still surround us, I believe there is reason to hope. I believe that in the midst of the darkness and death of Auschwitz, a life-affirming light exists and is pointing us in a very different direction and towards a very different world. You see, although the ethic of exclusivism and the violence and hatred it so often engenders have, to this point, been the dominant force in history, there is, as I said earlier, another ethic – an ethic of universal love and human dignity - an ethic that is at the heart of this faith tradition and that has inspired people of courage and conscience to move beyond hatred and indifference towards justice and compassion for all people.


In a sermon last fall, I shared with you the remarkable story of a small village in occupied France during the Second World War. On the surface, the village of Le Chambon was pretty typical. Its residents, most of whom were farmers, artisans, or shopkeepers, worked hard, faithfully attended the local protestant church, and generally looked after one other.  



Once the village fell under the control of Nazi officials, it would have made sense for the villagers to maintain a low profile and to be indifferent to the events Holocaust, which were swirling all around them. But the people of Le Chambon were anything but ordinary. When a Jewish refugee made his way to Le Chambon, the villagers saw not a stranger who could get them into trouble, but rather a brother who needed their help. So they hid the man in their homes, gave him clothes and food, forged travel papers for him, and eventually helped him escape certain death in a concentration camp.  And that single act of courage and compassion was followed by many, many others until by the end of the Second World War, the tiny village of Le Chambon had saved the lives of 5,000 Jewish refugees.


Why did they do it? Why did the villagers risk so much to help people they did not know? According to the author of a wonderful book about Le Chambon called Lest Innocent Blood Be Shed, the villagers risked their lives to save 5,000 people because they considered all life and all human beings to be precious. There was no difference of religion or language or ethnicity that could persuade the villagers to turn their backs on someone in need. Every person mattered and every person was important. And because the people of this small village affirmed and lived the ethic of universal love, a ray of light that saved 5,000 lives managed to shine through the darkest moment in history.


And it is that same ray of light that gives me hope. You see, no matter how dark our world becomes, I know that there is in this world love and compassion, and that there are courageous people like the villagers of Le Chambon who are standing up to share that love with others and with the world.


And there is something else that gives me hope. In the midst of a world that so often finds itself in the grip of exclusivism, there are faith traditions like Unitarian Universalism and communities like the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron that are committed to building a different world, a better world, a world of love and justice for all people. 


But if we are to help bring that world into being, we Unitarian Universalists must commit ourselves to living this faith. We do a good job of affirming our principles but there is so much more we should be doing to live them both inside and beyond these walls. We must translate, as our proposed strategic plan says, “our words into action” by living this faith, by growing this faith, and by making this church community a beacon of universal love and acceptance for all people. More than anything else, the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron must follow the lead of the people of Le Chambon. In everything we say and in everything we do, we must show the world and tell the world that hatred and violence do not have the final say in our lives or in human history. We must, we must point the way to a world made whole and just by a love that knows no bounds and that is truly a light of hope shining brightly and boldly for all people.

Blessed Be

