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1 Kings 3:16-28  (Tanakh - Jewish Publication Society)
16Then came there two women, that were harlots, unto the king, and stood before him. 17And the one woman said: ‘Oh, my lord, I and this woman dwell in one house; and I was delivered of a child with her in the house. 18And it came to pass the third day after I was delivered, that this woman was delivered also; and we were together; there was no stranger with us in the house, save we two in the house. 19And this woman’s child died in the night; because she overlay it. 20And she arose at midnight, and took my son from beside me, while thy handmaid slept, and laid it in her bosom, and laid her dead child in my bosom. 21And when I rose in the morning to give my child suck, behold, it was dead; but when I had looked well at it in the morning, behold, it was not my son, whom I did bear.’ 22And the other woman said: ‘Nay; but the living is my son, and the dead is thy son.’ And this said: ‘No; but the dead is thy son, and the living is my son.’ Thus they spoke before the king.
23Then said the king: ‘The one saith: This is my son that liveth, and thy son is the dead; and the other saith: Nay; but thy son is the dead, and my son is the living.’ 24And the king said: ‘Fetch me a sword.’ And they brought a sword before the king. 25And the king said: ‘Divide the living child in two, and give half to the one, and half to the other.’ 26Then spoke the woman whose the living child was unto the king, for her heart yearned upon her son, and she said: ‘Oh, my lord, give her the living child, and in no wise slay it.’ But the other said: ‘It shall be neither mine nor thine; divide it.’ 27Then the king answered and said: ‘Give her the living child, and in no wise slay it: she is the mother thereof.’ 28And all Israel heard of the judgment which the king had judged; and they feared the king; for they saw that the wisdom of God was in him, to do justice.
King, Martin Luther, Jr. 1967. "Where Do We Go From Here?" Annual Report Delivered at the 11th Convention of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, August 16, Atlanta, GA. (Excerpts)
... Power properly understood is nothing but the ability to achieve purpose. It is the strength required to bring about social, political, and economic change.
... Now a lot of us are preachers, and all of us have our moral convictions and concerns, and so often we have problems with power. But there is nothing wrong with power if power is used correctly.
You see, what happened is that some of our philosophers got off base. And one of the great problems of history is that the concepts of love and power have usually been contrasted as opposites, polar opposites, so that love is identified with a resignation of power, and power with a denial of love. It was this misinterpretation that caused the philosopher Nietzsche, who was a philosopher of the will to power, to reject the Christian concept of love. It was this same misinterpretation which induced Christian theologians to reject Nietzsche's philosophy of the will to power in the name of the Christian idea of love.
Now, we got to get this thing right. What is needed is a realization that power without love is reckless and abusive, and that love without power is sentimental and anemic. Power at its best, …is love implementing the demands of justice, and justice at its best is love correcting everything that stands against love.  And this is what we must see as we move on.
Now what has happened is that we've had it wrong and mixed up in our country, and this has led Negro Americans in the past to seek their goals through love and moral suasion devoid of power, and white Americans to seek their goals through power devoid of love and conscience. It is leading a few extremists today to advocate for Negroes the same destructive and conscienceless power that they have justly abhorred in whites. It is precisely this collision of immoral power with powerless morality which constitutes the major crisis of our times.
*****
Up until this year, candidates seeking ordination as Unitarian Universalist Ministers were required to meet with a group called The New England Regional Sub-Committee on Candidacy part way through their ministerial formation.  This Committee, commonly referred to as the RSCC, would meet with Ministerial Candidates, review a bunch of paperwork, and engage candidates in a Q&A similar to what we would eventually face with the Ministerial Fellowship Committee later on in the process.
At the time I met with the RSCC there was, apparently, some discussion afoot about reorganizing the order of the 7 Principles and I was asked a question about that.  Having been away from Unitarian Universalism for about 10 years I admitted that I knew nothing about that conversation and so could not answer the question they were asking me.  But, on reflection, I offered that I thought perhaps the order of the 7 Principles was less important than where we stand in relation to them.
You see, many UU’s, when asked what we believe, will site the 7 Principles of Unitarian Universalism.  There’s even a little red wallet sized card, (some of you may have one), that says on the outside, “What We Believe”, and on the inside lists all seven of the principles.  But I must respectfully take issue with that notion for two reasons.  First, Unitarian Universalism is a non-creedal denomination.  There is no creed one must swear allegiance to in order to join and, in fact, it has even been suggested that our beliefs as UU’s are far less responsible for holding us together than is our desire to live as beloved community regardless of how divergent our beliefs are.  We are not a denomination bound together by creeds.  What we are is a covenantal community, and this takes me to my second point.  We enter into UU Faith not by professing a statement of faith, but by giving our word that we will covenant to affirm and promote our 7 principles.
Moreover, this idea that we “believe” in the 7 Principles of Unitarian Universalism effectively puts those principles behind us, as in, “Yep, yep.  We got that.  We believe all those things are true. Next.”  The problem with this thinking is that it keeps us from acknowledging that our 7 Principles embody an ideal that is not yet here.  They embody an ideal that, if taken seriously and put into practice, should become the core of our spiritual practice.  As in, “What will I do today to uphold the inherent worth and dignity of all who I come into contact with, and, maybe even more importantly, what will I do with the person I meet today who challenges my ability to do so?”  “How will I help insure that justice, equity and compassion in human relations undergirds the organizations I work with, or invest in?”  “What more can I do to respect the interdependent web of all existence and is there some way to encourage those around me to do likewise?”
So, regardless of the order the 7 Principles are written in,  I think what is more important is that we periodically check in to see where we are in relation to them.  And this year in worship, we will have a chance to do just that as we spend the next seven months exploring the deeper meaning of these principles for our faith lives, our communities and our world.  
Let’s begin this morning with our first, and perhaps best known, principle.  The one that calls for us to covenant to affirm and promote the inherent worth and dignity of every person.  I love this principle because it is the easiest to practice…right up until the moment when I have to actually get out of bed in the morning!
We the member congregations of the Unitarian Universalist Association covenant -we give our word - to affirm and promote -to cultivate within us and around us - the inherent worth and dignity - the worth and dignity that exists in someone as a permanent and inseparable element, no matter what - of every person - i.e; not just those who look like us, act like us, love like us, believe, worship, celebrate, behave, eat the same foods or even sing out of the same hymnal as us.  EVERY person!  Even, and perhaps especially, the ones who really annoy us.  Them too.  EVERY PERSON.  We give our word that we will cultivate, in ourselves and in our communities, a culture which recognizes that worth and dignity are permanent and inseparable elements of human existence, and this pertains to all people everywhere, no exceptions.
Now, if we believe this - if we believe this is the way it already is - we’re all set and there’s nothing else we need to do.  If we believe in the inherent worth and dignity of every person, our work as people of faith is done.  The problem is, we know better.  This is NOT the way IT IS.  In todays world money is power and might is right and the meek are not inheriting anything but are rather being pushed further and further into the margins, blown out of their homes, cities and even countries, herded like cattle into refugee camps around the world, devalued, deported, and dehumanized. Those who are not currently in power in this country are being shot down daily by the very people who are supposed to be protecting them, pushed into the ever increasing ranks of the incarcerated, silenced within the very systems that profess to be by and for “we the people”, and I don’t know about you but I’m sick of it and I want it to change.  
I want to live in a world where the inherent worth and dignity of every person IS recognized and I believe you do too, and that’s why you are here.  But getting there is going to require some courageous, difficult and sometimes even dangerous work on our parts.  And that’s why we covenant to affirm and promote the inherent worth and dignity of every person.  It is work that we recognize needs to be dome and we believe this work is worthy of our time and best efforts.
Are you with me Church?  O.K…so we’ve stepped away from believing in the inherent worth and dignity of every person and put that on our “to do” list.  Let’s talk a little about the “how”.  How do we build this “kin-dom” of heaven in which all people are recognized has having worth and dignity that is permanent and inseparable?  Obviously the scope of this question extends far beyond what we can cover in one morning, but I want to give you a few things to begin pondering as you think about and grow your own faith practice.
Let’s turn here to our second reading for this morning by late Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King. By way of offering a little background, the reading hails from an address Rev. King offered to the Southern Christian Leadership Conference in 1967.  The vast majority of people in his audience were black clergymen who represented entire communities of people who had been victimized, many brutally, by White Power in America.   And a schism of sorts was fermenting within the Black Community and among Black Leadership concerning two distinctly different strategies for defeating White Supremacy.  On the one side stood those who yearned for integration.  On the other side stood those who wanted to remain “separate but equal.”  
Adding to the distance which separated these two camps was a debate about “love” and “power”.    There were pacifists who believed passionately that the power of love could accomplish all things, and there were the separatists who believed that Blacks in America would never live in peace until they had amassed for themselves enough power to be able to successfully fight the people and institutions that propagated White Supremacy in this country. King, in an effort to reconcile the schism that was taking place, stood before the Conference and he re-cast “love” and “power” not as opposite strategies to be fought over, but as flip sides of the same coin. 
I want to suggest to you all this morning that if we want to build a world in which the inherent worth and dignity of every person is recognized, we would be well served to take Dr. Kings words to heart.  King said that,  “Power without love is reckless and abusive, and love without power is sentimental and anemic. Power at its best is love implementing the demands of justice, and justice at its best is power correcting everything that stands against love.”
Let’s break it down.
“Power without love is reckless and abusive.”  This doesn’t require much of an explanation, does it?  I mean, all we have to do is look around.  Last week the State of  Georgia executed Kelly Gissendaner for conspiring with her lover to kill her husband.  The lover, who actually carried out the murder, is not facing the death penalty in exchange for his testimony against Kelly.  And despite her confession, her repentance, the forgiveness of her children, the fact that she joined a church, (ours, by the way…Kelly was a member of the UUA’s Church of the Larger Fellowship), and completed a study in theology which truly deepened her capacity to repent, despite a letter from the Pope himself requesting asking for a commutation of Gissendaner's sentence "to one that would better express both justice and mercy.", the State of Georgia took Kelly’s life last week. “Power without love is reckless and abusive.” 
Next, “love without power is sentimental and anemic.”  If we profess our love for someone or something but are not willing to risk anything for that love, that is love without power.  If we can look at a people struggling for their lives in the face of police brutality,  struggling to govern their own bodies, struggling to be free from tyranny and/or sexual violence, struggling to decide for themselves what is the appropriate expression of their gender identity- if we can look at these folks  and say to them that we support their “cause”  but we are unwilling to stand with them in the public square and bear the brunt of societies scorn and humiliation with them, our support, our love, is sentimental and anemic.  It is without power.
“Power at its best is love implementing the demands of justice.”  Following the shooting deaths of nine innocent souls during a bible study at Mother Emmanuel AME Zion church last June, the members of Mother Emmanuel and the family members of those slain gave us all a powerful lesson in what it looks like when love implements the demands of justice.  During the legal hearing for the shooter, they offered forgiveness.  Not cheep grace.  Forgiveness.  Through tears of unimaginable loss and pain, across their broken hearts and in voices faltering at each step, they offered - prayed for - forgiveness for the young man who had murdered their loved ones.  Under no circumstances were they going to become fertile ground in which hate might take root.  Like the mother of Emmett Till, who was only 14 years old when he was lynched in 1955 for allegedly flirting with a white woman, our brothers and sisters at Mother Emmanuel didn’t have time to stay angry, because they were too busy standing on the side of love and working for justice.  “Power at its best is love implementing the demands of justice.”
And finally, “Justice at its best is power correcting everything that stands against love.” Let’s go back to Charleston, South Carolina in the aftermath of that horrific shooting last June. The families of those murdered and the wider church community took a powerful stand rooted in a love that passes understanding - a love that is not, in the eyes of many, logical.  A love committed to implementing the demands of justice.  And what happened next?  There was this flag that flew over the Statehouse in South Carolina, a flag that long represented to many people in this country a time when our nation was divided on the issue of slavery.  For some, this flag had become a symbol of terrorism, used, as it was, by such organizations as the Ku Klux Klan and other White Hate Groups.  But a funny thing happens when “love implements the demands of justice.”   In this case, those with the power to implement justice were so moved by the noble and courageous position of those at Mother Emmanuel Church, they finally got that that flag stood in the way of love and today a new flag flies over the Statehouse in South Carolina.  It’s a flag representing all fifty of our United States, one nation under a great mystery some call God.  “Justice at its best is power correcting everything that stands against love.”   
O.K…let’s bring it all together now, and to do this I’m going to use the story from the Hebrew Scriptures about King Solomon we read earlier this morning.  You will recall the story revolves around two women, each of whom had given birth to a child, and each of whom were sleeping in the same house when one of the children died during the night. The mother of the dead child switched it with the living child, but the mother of the living child recognized that the dead child she awoke with was not her own.  The women took the matter to king Solomon who listened to their arguments, and when they were done he called for his sword.  He informed the women that he knew not which of them was telling the truth, and so he would divide the living child in two and each could take half.  One of the women agreed, but the other cried out, “No, no!  Give her the baby, don’t kill him!”  Solomon, of course, gave the baby to that woman, the one who preferred to lose the fight and the baby rather than see him killed.  The story ends with these words: “All Israel stood in awe of the king, because they perceived the that the wisdom of God was in him.” 
The people saw the “wisdom of God” in Solomon, and this was the source of his power.  And, given the state of things in politics today, that demonstration of wisdom might go a long way in our time as well.  But listen…if we are going to build a world in which the inherent worth and dignity of every person becomes fact, we’re going to have to learn to be more than just wise, more than just smart, more than just people with great “wisdom”.  If we are going to be builders of the Beloved Community, visionaries of the kin-dom of heaven here on earth, stewards of a world that works for everyone with no one and nothing left out,  if we are going to be those people, we’re going to have to learn to make manifest a compassion born from the depths of our own fragility.  In the words of Rev. Kathleen McTigue, the challenge for us is to;
 “Let the rightful mother have her baby, gloriously alive and intact, but then… be wise in heart as well as head, so that when [we] look at the other woman [we see] more than just a liar caught in the act.  [To be a people capable of respecting the inherent worth and dignity of all people, we need to be able] to see a mother out of her mind with grief and loss.  [We need to] let her presence] remind [us] of all [our] own lies, [our] own unbearable losses, and so bring [us] off [our] thrones and and down on [our] knees next to her where she huddles. [We will need to discover the courage that enables us to] …Speak some word of kindness [to her], then lift her up and walk with her, back to the cold room where her deepest fear and sorrow lies wrapped in a still bundle on the bed. [And then to]…Stay with her there, quietly, [and help her] bear this most previous of losses…”

Friends, Beloveds, we do not yet live in a world wherein the inherent worth and dignity of every person is a given.  But it’s a goal worthy of our highest pursuit.  Let us begin by looking into our own hearts and rededicating ourselves to this covenant we have affirmed.   Let’s get real about the power we have and then let’s marry that power to a love that is unwavering, because  “Power without love is reckless and abusive, and love without power is sentimental and anemic”.  Real power, the power to transform, comes laced through with compassion, “as we come to know how alike we are — each of us doing our best to find the path ahead and to keep walking with our fragile, broken hearts.  And all of us in deep need of each other’s kindness.”
 
I’d like to close this morning with a prayer by Rev. King which I have modified some…won’t you join me?
O God, we thank You for the fact that You have inspired men and women in all nations and in all cultures. We call You different names: some call You Allah; some call You Elohim; some call You Jehovah; some call You Brahma; some call You the Unmoved Mover. But we know that these are all names for one and the same [Mystery some call simply] God. Grant that we will follow You and become so committed to Your way and Your kin-dom that we will be able to establish in our lives and in this world a brother and sisterhood, that we will be able to establish here a kin-dom of understanding, where men and women will live together as brothers and sisters and respect the dignity and worth of every human being…Amen.
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