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It Takes Courage
First Parish, Unitarian, May 1, 2011, Rev Marguerite Sheehan

“But as the children walked forward, the line of police parted and the children passed through unharmed. There was a line of police to the left, and line of police to the right, and many had tears in their eyes. For on that day love conquered hate.” (A Bucketful of Dreams Buice) 

Where have you seen such courage, the courage to walk toward and not away from tyranny; the courage to take on what has oppressed you and keep walking, not alone but with a cadre of friends and comrades?  Where does that light of courage shine out from the past to illuminate today?  Courage, is the focus of our message today – the courage of children, the courage of workers, the courage of ordinary people who somehow find a way to keep on walking toward freedom, no matter the cost. 

All around the world and over all the ages, ordinary people have walked together for freedom.  Look back with me to another walk of courage. On May 1, 1866, one hundred and eighty thousand US workers went on strike for an 8 hour workday. Rallies continued until May 3, when a bomb was thrown into a crowd and shots were fired, killing 8 policemen and an unknown number of civilians. Strikers were hanged for this incident even though it was never proved who through the bomb.  Ever since this day, remembered as the Haymarket Massacre, May 1 has been remembered as International Workers Day.  And so today we remember not only the courageous men and women and children who walked and lived and some who died for the civil rights but also those who walked and lived and died in the pursuit of freedom for workers, demanding both bread and roses.

What about our time of life? What about the year 2011? Turn on the television, pick up the newspaper and see that the world, at least the Arab and North African world is turning upside down. Those who were in power are losing it or fighting to the death.  And those on the bottom tier are standing in the streets and in a non-violent and O so courageous way, are demanding to be heard.  
All these and even more people driven non violent revolutions, are protests against tyranny. And all of them are witnesses and testimonies to a kind of courage that boggles the mind. I believe that this kind of courage is what we all need to keep pushing back the tyranny in our own lives. 

Consider Frederick Douglass.  Douglass was born a slave and became an orator – he was a man who spoke out to overturn tyranny. His words in our responsive reading sounded like it could have been written in Birmingham Alabama, or Haymarket Square or in Cairo. “Those who profess to favor freedom, and who deprecate agitation, are people who want crops without plowing up the ground…Power concedes nothing without a demand; it never did and never will…the limits of tyrants are prescribed by the endurance of whom they oppress.” Endurance is something that we see every time we witness or participate in a civil revolution because no revolution is born in a day. The strength to say that I have come to the end of what I will endure is courage, and courage in the face of suffering is the only things that push back tyranny. 

Tyranny is absolute power that is exercised unjustly or cruelly. It is hard to imagine absolute power that is not unjust.  We know tyranny when we see it in governments, in the work place, in churches and temples and mosques, on the playground, in any institution, and in family life. Tyranny can even reside in your own mind and heart, seeded in the past and running ragged over you now. And as Frederick Douglass said the struggle to push back and overcome tyranny in any form “may be a moral one; or it may be both moral and physical, but it must be a struggle [because] power concedes nothing without a demand; it never did and it never will.” 

And so, on this International Workers Day we honor the courage and the perseverance of those who fought so long and hard for the rights of workers. We also stand up and take notice of other struggles for freedom across the ages and across the globe. We do this to mine the kind of teachings and examples that will help us find courage and endurance to face down the tyrants in our own daily lives. What I have been learning this year is that this kind of courage does not come from out of the blue, it is years in coming. 

In February when I was preaching about the civil rights movement I used an example of someone who stood up against tyranny. I read the children a story about how Rosa Parks was a hard working and tired black woman who on one day, seemingly out of the blue, decided that she was fed up with standing in the back of the bus. When told to move on back, Rosa Parks said “no”, said that she was not going to get up from her seat for some white passenger. I said in February that this was one of the first acts of civil disobedience that sparked the civil rights movement in the United States. But in the telling I repeated the tale that Rosa Parks was like any other tired black housekeeper and she was just fed up. The way I told the story sounded like Rosa Parks courage came out of the blue, as though she just walked on the stage unprepared – just sick and tired of being pushed around. 


And some times courage does come that way. It happens on us before our own thinking can catch up to our actions; because courage is an act of the heart. Sometimes a person or a group of people find themselves in a situation, faced with a tyrant, or faced with a danger that they feel compelled to overcome. And so we see both children and adults from all walks of like sometimes finding strength and courage to do seemingly impossible things. It seems like they do this without any preparation. I am sure that you have heard of stories of people running into burning buildings, or standing up to a powerful bully, or suddenly coming out to their families or their church, or loudly saying “No” or “Yes” when that no or yes puts them in danger themselves. I would not be surprised if some of you have shown tremendous courage and later have wondered where did that courage come from? 

But more often than not, courage to stand up to tyrants comes from a long and considered life of endurance of suffering and of training to overcome it. And that is what I learned about Rosa Parks, the children of Birmingham, the civil protests in Egypt, the workers protesting for an 8 hour day in Chicago in 1886 and just about any other sustained civil revolution. Such courage does not come out of the blue. 

When I preached about Rosa Parks a member of the Winchendon church spoke to me after the service and thanked me for the sermon but told me that I was doing Rosa Parks and the civil rights movement a disservice by describing her as a tired housekeeper who just could not stand another time of being told to move out of her seat. Patti told me that Rosa Parks was part of a large group of people who had been in training for years to stand up against white supremacy. She and others like Ralph Abernathy and John Lewis and Bernard Lafayette and scores of other black and white men and women had participated in classes in non-violent resistance at the Highlander Folk School in Tennessee. The school had been started back in 1932 to provide education and training for the labor movement in Appalachia and by Rosa Park’s day had been teaching and strengthening civil rights workers. So we see here one of those connections between struggles against tyrants. The Highlander Folk School impacted in supporting both the civil rights movement and the labor movement. 


Rosa Parks found the courage to stay sitting in her seat because she had learned how to push back the system and because she was not alone in her convictions and not alone in her actions. She was trained to be courageous in the face of tyranny. In the same way the people in Egypt did not come by thousands into the Tahrir Square to protest because they got a random email, but instead many of them had been learning about non-violent civil disobedience since the days of Mahatma Gandhi. And just to show again about the connection between struggles against tyranny, one of training tools in Cairo was a book first published in 1958 by the Fellowship of Reconciliation in the United States. It was called “The Montgomery Story” and it re-told the story of Rosa Parks, her training at the Highlander Folk School and the lessons that the school taught her and the rest of the civil rights workers in finding ways to respond with love to racial tyranny.

I thanked Patti for educating me about Rosa Parks and the Highlander School because, as she said, it is important for all of us to know that change does not happen overnight. For real civil change to happen, whether in Egypt or the United States, in factories or on slave plantations, in our churches or in our homes, courage must be taught. 
While courage is a movement of the heart, it also is nurtured and strengthened in community. Ours is a faith that believes in the inherent worth and dignity of every person, no matter their age, their gender, their sexual preference, religion, race, immigration status or place in the field of work. This is our faith.  We are raising children to know how to stand up with courage when they witness bullying in their schools. We are raising children to find the courage to stand up against tyranny by practicing non violent actions, to endure at times being laughed at for standing up for someone who is unpopular or for standing up for their own dignity. This is our faith. 

On International Workers Day I am taking the lesson taught to me by Patti, that courage does not spring out of nowhere but is taught, spreads across the globe and across the generations, and is not unique. Some people like Rosa Parks and Martin King, Frederick Douglas and Sojourner Truth, the martyrs at Haymarket Square in Chicago and the textile workers in Lawrence who inspired the song As We Come Marching Marching, will be remembered by name or action. And that is good because we need their stories to fuel our own courage. But even more, we need our churches and our homes to be places, like the Highlander School, that teach courage, teach nonviolence, and teach that the limit of tyrants is our own endurance. As we leave our sanctuary I would leave you with a question – where did you learn about being courageous and how are you passing that legacy on to the next generations?  Talk to each other and especially talk to the children. Their future is in our hands.  

