Reading: p. 519- 522 (Leah’s account of Anatole’s story about what the Portuguese explorers saw when they first entered the mouth of the Congo River five hundred years ago)

Independence is not enough!

As Unitarian Universalists, we affirm and promote respect for the interdependent web of life, but the interdependent web is not always God’s peaceful kingdom where the lion lies down with the lamb. Biology can be a little frightening. I recently read The Poisonwood Bible by Barbara Kingsolver. I laughed, and cried, and re-examined some of the things I take for granted as an American. This morning I would like to explore how the interdependent web is portrayed in the novel. Later I will discuss what’s missing in our American celebration of Independence, and why we should celebrate interdependence as well this July 4th. Finally I would like to share with you a secret interdependent society within this church, known as the Artist’s Way classes. This is one example of the ways we are interdependent at Northlake.

This is the Book Part:
Through reading several of her many books, I’ve found Barbara Kingsolver to be a masterful writer with a personal reverence for all life. As a child of seven, Kingsolver lived in the Congo with her parents for two years. In writing The Poisonwood Bible, she did a great deal of research, although she was not allowed to visit what was by then Zaire, now the Democratic Republic of the Congo. The book is about the family of a Baptist missionary from Georgia living in the Belgian Congo in 1959. Speaking in their own voices, the mother and four daughters experience extreme culture shock in the tiny village of Kilanga near the River Kwilu. A few months after their arrival, The Congo declares its independence from Belgium. The Price family is advised to leave the country. But the father Nathan can’t let go of his dream of saving the souls of Africa, to the peril of his compliant family. 

For me, The Poisonwood Bible is about Africa, and it intricately describes the interdependent web of African life in all its bewildering and bizarre complexity. So many interacting agents competing for what seemed to be abundant resources: a tropical climate with a long growing season followed by torrential rains; the diversity of flora and fauna; and diamonds, gold, copper, rubber, oil, lumber, and other abundant natural resources. From the late nineteenth century, Henry Stanley’s exploration and trading settlements helped the European entrepreneurs who sought access to these resources. Fifty-one days after the Independence, President Eisenhower ordered the assassination of the first democratically elected Congolese Prime Minister, Patrice Lumumba, and as a replacement installed the corrupt dictator Joseph Mobutu. Coincidentally, June 30 is Independence Day in the Congo, where people secretly mourn Lumumba and the lost independence.

Kingsolver uses the phrase loss and salvation several times in the book. I think she means the loss of individual life and the salvation of the species and the ecosystem. I would like to read to you from the voice of Adah, one of the twins, her story about the place of human life in the jungle, now that she’s become a virologist living in central Africa. 

Reading p. 527 - 530 (Includes the part about Albert Schweitzer brought antibiotics and other medicines to save the lives of children; viruses and driver ants)

The Price family brought to Africa their American culture of independence and self-reliance, which was of little or no help to their survival. They found out later that people of the village, in the middle of the night, had been putting eggs under the chickens in their henhouse and fruit and food in their kitchen. The chief Tata Ndu offered to marry their eldest daughter in exchange for a good bride price. The people helped the Prices because they could, and because they believed that white people don’t make good ghosts.

We humans must adapt ourselves to best fit within the web of life, not the other way around. The more we learn about what the ecosystem needs to support life, we need to go with it. We can’t patch the ozone hole, we can’t cool the ocean, we can’t hatch enough salmon, and we can’t re-create the ecosystem. The best we can do is adapt ourselves to do the least harm. And as American consumers of energy and materials, we have a long way to go.

This is the July 4th part:
This week we celebrate July 4th as Independence Day, the day Congress adopted the Declaration of Independence and the United States of America decided to become a self-governing nation. We’ll have parades, picnics, festivals, concerts, and fireworks. We’ll celebrate our nostalgia with battle re-enactments and demonstrations of pioneer living. We’ll have a swearing-in ceremony of new naturalized citizens. 

But celebrating independence bothers me because there’s a hollowness to it. Independence says more about what we are not: not subject to a distant monarchy, not a colony, not a baby. But it doesn’t say much about what we are: we can be isolationist, unilateral, at odds with every other nation of the world, and still be self-governing. 

Tucked in with self-governance, we celebrate self-reliance, the notion of being self-supporting, and self-expression, being free to think and express ideas, both falling under the category of rugged individual. We say, “It’s a free country” when someone does something we don’t agree with. These are fine ideas for developing a responsible, enterprising citizenry, for establishing a new democracy. After a couple of hundred years, we have become so self-governing and self-reliant, we are lonely and we think no one needs us any more, having forgotten that self-reliance is a birthright that is not distributed equally.

So does the world’s wealthiest superpower need to affirm its independence? As if any nation could ever dream of taking over the United States! And our independence is unilateral: we constantly meddle with the plans and dreams of some other nations for our own self-interest. Because for some reason our independence depends on cheap labor and cheap oil.

Our government does business in our name and sometimes it is independent of its citizens as much as Mother Britain. Why do we export so many arms, pipelines, sweatshops and environmental degradation? I didn’t vote for these activities. Thankfully, public school children are not required to recite the Pledge of Allegiance. For some children, including our son, Kevin, sitting down while others recite the Pledge in junior high is their first act of civil non-conformity. 

But as I keep reminding my children and other people, we are the government. Ultimately we are responsible for what our government does and doesn’t do. The only way to change our government is by thoughtful and constant participation in the democratic process. Why do CEOs in the US make 400 times the lowest salary of their companies? Because we allow it. 

Now if you don’t care for the Pledge of Allegiance you can take the Pledge of Resistance taken from the Not in Our Name Project. This project is currently aimed at the war on terrorism, but seeks to identify and confront actions taken by the US government that we citizens don’t agree with and can’t condone.

Today the world is much more connected and independence is not enough. I see a need to celebrate interdependence of nations and individuals. Interdependence requires participation. This may sound harsh, but it takes both Democrats and Republicans to make laws for our country. If it were only Republicans or only Democrats calling the shots, we would not like it. Likewise, it takes both industrialized and developing nations to set trade policies for the world. By the participation of all points of view, we can have wise decisions.

This is the Artist’s Way part:
We can celebrate interdependence within this church. This spring, I participated in a class that was ably facilitated by Lorraine Day. We read the book by Julia Cameron: The Artist’s Way: A Spiritual Path to Higher Creativity. 

I would like to draw your attention to the posters on the wall in our sanctuary this morning. These are some of the autobiographical collages created by participants in the Artist’s Way classes. Beside each is a list of all the artists. After the service, go around and see if you can guess who created which collage.

We studied synchronicity, also known as serendipity or Providence, which according to Cameron can be “loosely defined as a fortuitous intermeshing of events.” Some people think of synchronicity as a prayer that’s been answered. A very simple example is oftentimes when I learn a new word, all of a sudden I start seeing in a lot of different places that I never noticed before. The same is true of our dreams and expectations. Ask and you shall receive. Seek and you shall find. We can’t be afraid to seek our dreams.

The most enriching part of my Artist’s Way class was the process of naming and sharing our various creative blocks with a group of caring friends. And we made each other laugh quite a bit as well. During the class and since it ended a few weeks ago, I’ve talked with some of the people from the other class, and it seems that we are part a unique culture of Artist’s Way-ers. We share a love of creativity that is yet another expression of interdependence.

There are innumerable other ways of being interdependent, and for celebrating interdependence. I urge you to seek them out and be open to unexpected blessings of giving and receiving. Don’t be like me and automatically say “That’s okay, I don’t need any help,” every time someone offers. It’s a virtue to receive as well as to give.

I tried to draw together two different topics that have changed my life recently. Reading The Poisonwood Bible shook my cultural foundation a little bit. Taking the Artist’s Way class helped me stretch my creative wings and notice the air and light and color around me. The fireworks this week will be an awesome sight, and will surely leave a slight ringing in my ears. All three can undoubtedly help us find new ways of celebrating interdependence. 
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Note: Not in our name project website at www.notinourname.net Barbara Kingsolver is one of the signers.

