February 7, 2021  Can We Build a Harmonious Community?
World Interfaith Harmony Week

Today, we ask the question:  What is a community?  Oxford Languages defines community as a feeling of fellowship with others as a result of shared common attitudes, interests, and goals.  In his book Them, Senator Ben Sasse calls it “that hometown-gym-on-a-Friday-night feeling” and laments its loss.  He sees that “our communities are collapsing, and people are feeling more isolated, adrift, and purposeless than ever before.” (p. 3)  He notes that our average life span is declining in America – with the three most common causes of death Alzheimer’s, suicides, and unintentional injuries that often involve drugs and alcohol.  Starkly, he concludes that we are “literally dying of despair.” (p. 4)  And he identifies the loss of community cohesion as the cause of these current ills. (p. 11)  We are “uprooted, wandering souls,” he concludes, and I agree.  We are suffering from a sickness of the soul.

If we are, indeed, suffering from a soul sickness in these times of division, what guiding wisdom for healing do the various world religions have to offer us?

Chalice Lighting:  #501 Spirit of Community        Frederick E. Gillis

Spirit of Community, in which we share and find strength and common 


purpose, we turn our minds and hearts toward one another seeking to 


bring into our circle of concern all who need our love and support: those 


who are ill, those who are in pain, either in body or in spirit, those who are 


lonely, those who have been wronged.  We are part of a web of life that 


makes us one with all humanity, one with all the universe.

Opening Hymn  #113 Where Is Our Holy Church?   (Hymn approved for use in UU Worship)
Reading:  #580  The Task of the Religious Community  Mark Morrison-Reed

The central task of the religious community is to unveil the bonds that bind 


each to all.  There is a connectedness, a relationship discovered amid the 


particulars of our own lives and the lives of others.  Once felt, it inspires us 


to act for justice.  


It is the church that assures us that we are not struggling for justice on our

 own, but as members of a larger community.  The religious community is 

essential, for alone our vision is too narrow to see all that must be seen, 

and our strength too limited to do all that must be done.  Together, our 

vision widens and our strength is renewed.
Reflection  

Introduction - Martha McGovern
As I experienced the chaotic and vitriolic events of the last few months and felt the disintegration of community cohesion, I was also pondering how to observe World Interfaith Harmony Week, a week established by the United Nations to foster a culture in which all faiths can live harmoniously.  I began to wonder whether there was a commonality among the world religions in how they saw the role of community – both within their faith group and within the larger societal context.  What follows is some of what I found in my search:

Buddhism - Martha
Community is central to Buddhism.  Domyo Burk, a practitioner of Buddhism and blogger on brightwayzen.org, reminds us of the Three Treasures of Buddhism:  Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha.  The first treasure, of course, is Buddha, himself, who lived 2500 years ago, and also the wisdom that resides in each of us.  The second treasure is Dharma, the teachings and practices of Buddhism.  The third treasure is Sangha, the community of those who practice Buddhism.  Burk emphasizes the importance of the Sangha, for it is the Sangha that transforms Buddhism from a philosophy into a living, applied spiritual tradition.  

As Burk followed his interest in Buddhism, he appreciated that, in a sangha,  he “could learn from and question a real, live, trained teacher – someone who put Buddhist teachings into modern language, and could recommend how to apply them to everyday life.”  He reflected that “There’s only so much you can learn from books, especially when you’re talking about a spiritual practice that has the potential to transform your life. . . . [The Sangha] carries and conveys the many components of the Buddhist tradition that can’t be shared through writing.  
[The Sangha recognizes that] “human beings are social creatures – even the introverts and misanthropes among us! . . . The presence and positive support of other people is what helps us fulfill our aspirations.”

In a Lion’s Roar newsletter, Thich Nhat Hanh, a revered spiritual leader of the Buddhism faith, calls the sangha “a community of friends practicing the dharma together in order to bring about and to maintain awareness.  The essence of a sangha is awareness, understanding, acceptance, harmony and love.  When you do not see these [in a group], it is not a true sangha.”
He cautions us not to see the Sangha as a place of retreat from the world:  “I don’t think the Buddha wanted us to abandon our society, our culture or our roots in order to practice.  The practice of Buddhism should help people go back to their families.  It should help people re-enter society in order to rediscover and accept the good things that are there in their culture and to rebuild those that are not.  . . . Suffering is one of the biggest problems of our times.  First we have to recognize this suffering and acknowledge it.  Then we need to look deeply into its nature in order to find a way out.  If we look into the present situation in ourselves and our society, we can see much suffering.  We need to call it by its true names – loneliness, the feeling of being cut off, alienation, division, the disintegration of the family, the disintegration of society.
Our civilization, our culture, has been characterized by individualism.  The individual wants to be free from the society, from the family. . . . Our modern society creates so many people (of all ages) without roots. . . . The practice is, therefore, to grow some roots.  The sangha is not a place to hide in order to avoid your responsibilities.  The sangha is a place to practice for the transformation and the healing of self and society. . . . [You] restore your strength, your understanding, your compassion, your confidence.  And then in turn you can use that strength, understanding and compassion to rebuild your family and your society, to renew your church, to restore communication and harmony.  . . . Without being in a sangha, without being supported by a group of friends who are motivated by the same ideal and practice, we cannot go far.”
Judaism
Suzyn Mills

Rabbi Jill Jacobs [www.myjewishlearning.com] highlights that the Jewish people refer to themselves as the people of Israel rather than the religion of Israel.  This distinction reveals the degree to which community is the primary organizing structure of Jewish life.  
Rabbi Jacobs notes, “Wherever Jews have lived, they have built synagogues, established communal organizations, and created systems of communal governance.”


Indeed, one Talmudic text, Sanhedrin 17b,  includes a working definition of the concept of community:  A talmid haham (scholar) is not allowed to live in a city that does not have these 10 things:  1) a law court that metes out punishments, 2) established charitable organizations that give help to poor members of the community and to recent immigrants, 3) a synagogue that provides a place of prayer, a site for lifecycle celebrations, and a source of support and care, 4) a mikveh or ritual bath house, and 5-10) a bathroom, doctor, craftsperson, blood-letter, butcher, and teacher of children.  

“In other words, in order to be a suitable place to live, a community must provide for all [the] spiritual and physical needs [of its members].”  
“Jewish texts treat participation in communal affairs not as an option, but as a religious obligation.”  One might ask, “Why should I get involved with the community?  What’s in it for me?  Why should I listen to their ideas or concerns?  I’m fine on my own.”  But the Jewish texts emphasize our shared destiny - our duty to care for other members of the community and the benefit of joy we receive from others’ celebrations.  One midrash (a commentary on scripture) even compares the act of withdrawing from the community to the act of destroying the world.  
In this commitment to community, “community” is not narrowly defined, however.  The commitment extends into the larger community.  The Jewish values include 
Avoda (Service), which is efforts to uphold the dignity of honest labor, to improve the world and to contribute to the welfare of society, 

Brit (Covenant), which refers to the Jewish people’s commitments to God but also to all humanity,

Emet (Truth/Integrity), which enables the creation of communities of trust, cooperation, and mutuality,

Pluralism, which encourages open exchange of ideas for a healthy democracy and a vigorous faith,

Rahmanut (Compassion/Mercy), which extends empathy and actual care to all who are less fortunate than ourselves, and

Tzedek (Social Justice), which resists oppression and works toward justice for all.
Christianity

Martha McGovern
Christians refer often to the Beloved Community and strive to see it established in the here and now.  In his Homily for the Inaugural Prayer Service last month, the Rev. Dr. William J. Barber II paraphrased Isaiah, Chapter 58, and called on us to take action to make the community livable again:

[Isaiah exhorts:] “This is the kind of fast day I’m after: to break the chains of injustice, get rid of exploitation in the workplace, free the oppressed, cancel debts.  What I’m interested in seeing you do is: sharing your food with the hungry, inviting the homeless poor into your homes, putting clothes on the shivering ill-clad . . .” 

And Isaiah ends by saying: “If you get rid of unfair practices, quit blaming victims, quit gossiping about other people’s sins, If you are generous with the hungry and start giving yourselves to the down-and-out, Your lives will begin to glow in the darkness . . . You’ll use the old rubble of past lives to build anew, rebuild the foundations from out of your past.  You’ll be known as those who can fix anything, restore old ruins, rebuild and renovate, [you’ll be known as those who can] make the community livable again.”

Rev. Barber declares that “The prophet gives the nation God’s clear guidance:  Repent of the policy sin. Then, repair the breach.  The breach, according to the imagery of Isaiah is when there is a gap in the nation between what is and how God wants things to be.

[In other words], “the breach is when we say ‘one nation under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all’ with our lips while we see the rich and the poor living in two very different Americas.  The breach [is] knowing the only way to ensure domestic tranquility is to establish justice, but pretending we can address the nation’s wounds with simplistic calls for unity.  The breach is telling lies when we need truth, [acting] with greed when we need compassion, fighting one another when we need to find common ground, and hating when we ought to be loving.

“Every now and then, a nation needs breach repairers to take us forward. . . . We must have a Third Reconstruction.  We must address [the politics of division] and the five interlocking injustices of systemic racism, poverty, ecological devastation, denial of health care, [and] the war economy. . . These are the breaches that must be addressed, and according to the text, repairing the breaches will bring revival . . . [and] make the community livable again.”
Islam
 Suzyn Mills
Ustadz Magadapa, a Muslim scholar and writer for cebudailynews, explains that “The community in Islam is not founded on race, nationality, locality, occupation, kinship, or special interests.  It does not take its name after the name of a leader or a founder or an event.  It transcends national borders and political boundaries.”  In short, it exists only when it is informed by the mission of Islam.

The Holy Qur’an (3:104) identifies that mission as follows:  “Let there be a community (or ummah) among you, advocating what is good, demanding what is right, and eradicating what is wrong.”  
In other words, Magadapa clarifies, “The historic role of the Islamic Community is to be the true embodiment of the virtuous, the wholesome and the noble. . . . Likewise, the same is required of every individual member.  This is because the whole community is an organic entity and every individual is accountable to Allah.  [As the Prophet Mohammad (PBUH) said:]  “Whoever of you sees something wrong must seek to rectify it by action or deed; if he cannot, let him try to change it by word; if he cannot, let his feelings of disapproval and condemnation intensify and this is the minimal degree of faith.”

According to the Qur’an, the community is expected to be both stable and flexible:  “We have made you a middle nation, a well-integrated community, a balanced ummah, so that you may be witnesses over other people and the Messenger a witness over you.”  Thus, Magadapa explains, the Muslim community must be exemplary, setting high standards, but as a “middle nation,” it must also be steadfast and consistent, knowing what to accept and what to reject, holding to principles and at the same time being adaptable, all the while avoiding excesses and extravagances, static rigidity, and impulsive, short-term  adjustments.  
Baha’i Faith  - Carol Sedgwick
"If you beheld a garden in which all the plants were the same as to form, colour and perfume, it would not seem beautiful to you at all, but, rather, monotonous and dull. The garden which is pleasing to the eye and which makes the heart glad,is the garden in which are growing side by side flowers of every hue, form and perfume, and the joyous contrast of colour is what makes for charm and beauty. So is it with trees. An orchard full of fruit trees is a delight; so is a plantation planted with many species of shrubs. It is just the diversity and variety that constitutes its charm; each flower, each tree, each fruit, besides being beautiful in itself, brings out by contrast the qualities of the others, and shows to advantage the special loveliness of each and all.

Thus should it be among the children of men! The diversity in the human family should be the cause of love and harmony, as it is in music where many different notes blend together in the making of a perfect chord. If you meet those of different race and colour from yourself, do not mistrust them and withdraw yourself into your shell of conventionality, but rather be glad and show them kindness. Think of them as different coloured roses growing in the beautiful garden of humanity, and rejoice to be among them.
Likewise, when you meet those whose opinions differ from your own, do not turn away your face from them. All are seeking truth, and there are many roads leading thereto. Truth has many aspects, but it remains always and forever one.
Do not allow difference of opinion, or diversity of thought to separate you from your fellow-men, or to be the cause of dispute, hatred and strife in your hearts.
Rather, search diligently for the truth and make all men your friends."   --'Abdu'l-Baha
Conclusion – Martha

It seems to me that all the faiths we have sampled see community similarly; they see community as both a supportive group within which we develop as whole human beings and learn practical interpersonal skills AND a home base from which we reach out to the larger world in order to create conditions and connections among diverse groups and weave a healthy social fabric.  As our FUUSM mission states, we – and other world faiths – seek to nurture a diverse community, devoted to spiritual growth and freedom of thought for the benefit of all.  We seek to build a harmonious community.
Closing Hymn  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hmKVcqAUwQ8   Baha’i  Youtube meditative song  --  “In This Great Human Garden”
Benediction:  “Grant us wisdom and courage for the facing of this hour until, together, we . . . make the community livable again, and peace and justice are the way we live.”     The Rev. Dr. William J. Barber II
