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Each spring the Unitarian Universalist Service Committee asks congregations to hold a Justice Sunday, each year they offer resources and support on a particular theme, last year it was wage equality and the year before that it was for access to clean water. This year the theme for Justice Sunday is focused on Darfur. Darfur is a region of Sudan, in which genocide and slavery are current realities. Darfur is also far away and remote in the conscience of many Americans but not for all Americans or only Americans. So this morning I will share with you some of what is happening in Darfur which makes it something for people to be aware of, but also some reasons why this might be of particular relevance to Unitarian Universalists as well as what we might choose to do to live our faith with respect to this particular issue.

Some of us have read about Darfur in the newspapers, and heard about it on the news, some of us have watched celebrities Like George Clooney visit the region and speak of the conditions there, others became familiar with it from watching characters on the NBC drama ER go to Darfur. Others first heard about it when the million voices campaign urged individuals to send postcards to the Whitehouse to urge action, a goal that was actually achieved. Some of us attended an event at Temple Rodeph Sholom in Bridgeport, which our church co-sponsored, at which Simon Deng spoke of his life as a slave and the struggles of individuals in his nation. However and when you first heard of the crisis in Darfur is not the most important thing, the most important thing is that word of this crisis, this genocide is getting to our ears.
What many of us don’t know is how this began or what is being done. So here is a brief over view of the history: Sudan's history of conflict (from savedarfur.org) 
Sudan, the largest country in Africa was jointly colonized by England and Egypt from 1899 until its independence as a republic in 1955. Since independence, Sudan has been running the longest civil war in the world; 38 years. Sudan has a diverse ethnic and religious makeup. Approximately, 40 percent of the population is Arab and 60 percent are African. Roughly 60 percent are Muslim. There are close to 600 ethnic groups and over 100 spoken languages in the South.

Its constant mode of crisis is characterized by a war dividing the Arab-Muslims to the north where Sudan's vast resources and policy-making are controlled by Khartoum, and the African-Christians and animists to the south who remain excluded from power and ignored by the government. Since 1983, over two million people have died from war-related causes and up to four million have been displaced. While millions have survived, they are subject to hunger and human rights abuses. The Sudanese government has participated in aerial bombings of civilian targets, looting of cattle and grain, destruction of villages, extrajudicial executions, and the abduction of women and children.
Darfur is a region of Sudan and the current conflict is quite different from the historical North South fighting. Darfur has been embroiled in a deadly conflict for over three years.  At least 400,000 people have been killed; more than 2 million innocent civilians have been forced to flee their homes and now live in displaced-persons camps in Sudan or in refugee camps in neighboring Chad; and more than 3.5 million men, women, and children are completely reliant on international aid for survival. Not since the Rwandan genocide of 1994 has the world seen such a calculated campaign of displacement, starvation, rape, and mass slaughter.

Since early 2003, Sudanese armed forces and Sudanese government-backed militia known as “Janjaweed” have been fighting two rebel groups in Darfur, the Sudanese Liberation Army/Movement (SLA/SLM) and the Justice and Equality Movement (JEM). The stated political aim of the rebels has been to compel the government of Sudan to address underdevelopment and the political marginalization of the region.  In response, the Sudanese government’s regular armed forces and the Janjaweed – largely composed of fighters of Arab nomadic background – have targeted civilian populations and ethnic group from which the rebels primarily draw their support – the Fur, Masalit and Zaghawa.
For me like for so many others these numbers these facts are unreal. Think of it like this 3.5 million people displaced, that would be the entire population of the state of Connecticut, you and me and everyone else in theis room, the people we live near and work with all gone and that doesn’t include the dead and dying, to me that is terrifying! I hope it is to you too.  Remember too that this region is the size of Texas and while people are displaced, villages are burned and bodies are left everywhere….walk through a town and the dying and dead are all around, there is no one and no time to bury the dead or care for the wounded. And there is not a person there who is not wounded, maybe not physically but how could their souls and spirits not be ravaged by these circumstances? Could you survive these conditions? What if there was no other choice? I don’t know…I honestly don’t know what limits human beings can go to or what inner strengths allow them to survive.
Genocide and the demolition of societies and cultures is not new, but over and over again people say this will never happen again, this can never happen again and yet it continues to happen, and happen in our life times. And what does our faith call us to do? Cry out with disppair, wail at the injustice and act for transformative justice. But how? We are but one, we are but two, we are but three, we are but an army mobilized for change… that is what happens when we put our faith where our where our hands are and  we reach out and link them together one at a time becoming a community a force for transformation.

So what is wanted? Here is what the savedarfur.org tells us: The UN has authorized a strong peacekeeping force to protect civilians, help improve and implement the Darfur Peace Agreement, and promote the continuation of the peace process.  The African Union has said that it wants that peacekeeping force to be deployed as soon as possible.  Perhaps most importantly, the people of Darfur themselves have demanded that UN peacekeepers be deployed.  And yet President Bashir and the Government of Sudan are standing in the way of that UN deployment, daring the international community to live up to its responsibility to protect those who cannot protect themselves.  If this pattern of Sudanese government obstruction is allowed to continue, more innocent lives will be lost.  The world must act.  

To be clear, the preferred solution is for the international community to flex its diplomatic muscles, not its military ones, in order to compel President Bashir’s consent to the UN force.  What is also clear, however, is that the international community must not take no for an answer when it comes to protecting civilians in Darfur.  The United Nations has made its decision, the African Union has endorsed that decision, millions of concerned individuals all over the world have spoken out, and the people of Darfur themselves have demanded that the UN peacekeeping force be deployed as soon as possible.  This is how the UN international conflict resolution system is supposed to work.  If the Security Council and its leading member states such as the U.S. wash their hands of their responsibility and allow that system to fail, they will lose their credibility in the bargain.  

Having shared some history as well as the current situation I want to tell you what the UUSC is currently doing on our behalf. The UUSC is part of the Save Darfur Coalition, an alliance of 167 faith-based, advocacy, and humanitarian organizations pressing for a stronger, more effective international peacekeeping force to stop the genocide. As part of Unitarian Universalist advocacy work to end the genocide in Darfur, UUSC’s Human Rights Defenders helped win $173 million in emergency supplemental aid for humanitarian and peacekeeping in Darfur.  Participated and collected over 10,000 postcards during The Million Voices for Darfur postcard campaign to send a united message to President Bush, urging him to use the power of his office to increase U.S. funds for peacekeeping and humanitarian aid, and to urge a strong United Nations military presence to replace the undermanned and ineffective African Union forces in Darfur.  I know many of us, myself included, signed those postcards which in case this is the first time you heard about it or if you can’t remember what they said The postcards read as follows: "Dear President Bush,
"During your first year in the White House, you wrote in the margins of a report on the Rwandan genocide, 'Not on my watch.' I urge you to live up to those words by using the power of your office to support a stronger multinational force to protect the civilians of Darfur."
UUSC has joined with our political and NGO allies to call for a U.S. presidential special envoy to Sudan to coordinate American policy in the country and Darfur region. Deputy Secretary of State Robert Zoellick resigned last week – the fourth of the top five high-level, Darfur policy officials within the administration to announce his departure in recent weeks – and calls have increased for a special envoy to ensure that Darfur remains an administration priority.

My colleague Rev. Dr. Terrence Ellen, tells this story in a sermon he wrote about the situation in Darfur. “Before he got arrested on the steps of the Sudanese Embassy in Washington last April, Congressman Tom Lantos, the only survivor of the Holocaust ever elected to the U.S. Congress, pleaded eloquently that we have all seen Cambodia and Rwanda happen in the recent past while our national and international response was either late or ineffectual or both. And he pleaded with all of us, by everything that we consider holy and humane, not to stand by in self-imposed helplessness or indifference again. Congressman James McGovern of Massachusetts, arrested alongside Tom Lantos, put it this way: I firmly believe the entire civilized world must do all that’s humanly possible to shame the government of Sudan. Yes, the Bush administration has used the word “genocide” to describe the situation in Darfur, and other world leaders have periodically made general calls for an end to the violence, but words must be accompanied by actions. Those who are horrified over the carnage in Sudan must be in that government’s face every single day. Elie Wiesel, the Nobel Peace Prize laureate and Holocaust survivor, when describing the grim days in the Nazi death camps, has said that those in the camps felt not only tortured and murdered by the enemy, but also tortured and murdered by the world’s silence and indifference. There is another more personal reason why I decided to get arrested — my kids. My wife, Lisa, and I are blessed with two incredible children, Patrick, 8, and Molly, 4. It is difficult for them to understand all that their father does as a congressman. But as they grow older, they will have questions.
As they learn history in school, they will read about presidents, wars, great social struggles, and other countries. In Worcester, they will hear from neighbors about the Armenian genocide. When they learn about World War II, they will also be taught about the Holocaust against the Jews. I know they will ask, “How did the world let this happen?”

“And when they read in their history books about Darfur, they will ask how world leaders, in the aftermath of the Holocaust, Cambodia, Bosnia, and Rwanda, could keep saying “never again,” all the while standing silently by while the killing continued in Sudan.

“The British historian Eric Hobsbawm reminds us that “the world will not get better on its own.” Recently there was a major rally in Washington demanding an end to the genocide in Darfur. I was there with my children so that we could raise our voices with so many others who also know that the “world will not get better on its own.” For one day, at least, the silence was broken.

So what is it that we can do? We can do the work of justice, through prayer and advocacy. We can call politicians, write letters to our leaders, but the thing I think is most important to do is to take action in our own community in ways that will draw the attention of the media because you see that until the media realizes that the people are not happy with the way things are going the politicians will not notice. Unfortunately we have come to a place in our nation’s history when house fires and car accidents are more important than genocide and that terrifies me! Because I know that there are good people do good deeds and I believe our media needs to cover that too if not cover it more. 

Write letters, call the papers invite then to hear your witness, as you string peace cranes, fly peace flags, write the names of the murdered do something and do it soon and make sure people see it. The time has come to stop the genocide, to bear witness with our own lives that genocide must stop once and for all. Amen
	A firsthand report on Darfur: World must act to stop genocide

Atema Eclai, UUSC’s director of programs, spent four days in the war-torn region of Darfur in western Sudan. She was there when the peace accords were signed, and she witnessed the horrors of what the United Nations says is the world’s worst humanitarian crisis. She was interviewed by writer/editor Theresa Pease at our Cambridge office.

The Unitarian Universalist Service Committee headquarters in Cambridge, Mass., employs about 40 human rights workers, but as a new arrival I found that colleagues are often on the ground in far-flung places from Indonesia to Arkansas. 

One desk that was unoccupied during my first three weeks at UUSC belongs to Atema Eclai, director of programs.

My path has not crossed with Atema’s sooner, I learn, because she has been traveling in Africa, including Darfur, Sudan, bearing painful witness to the ongoing massacre of men, women, and children by armed militias. To date, the genocide is said to have taken more than 200,000 lives, with another 2.5 million people or more displaced.

"Why do people do this to people?" I ask.

She replies, "It is about making the 'other' of people. There is nothing we humans would not do to each other if we make each other 'other' enough. You would do it to me, and I would do it to you."

I want to know what makes someone cross that line.

"It happens," she says, "because fear comes a lot more naturally to us than courage." 

From there, the questions flow.

Q. Why did you go to Sudan?
A. I wanted to see with my own eyes what was happening in Darfur. At UUSC, we have a Rights in Humanitarian Crises Program, and I wanted to see how we could best be involved. 

Q. Did you go alone?
A. I went with four people from other countries, but it is not safe for me to name them.

Q. Did what you saw in Darfur differ from your expectations?
A. I didn’t have any expectations. When you go to war, you don’t expect—you just go.

Q. What did you find when you got there?
A. I found people dying. I found more dead bodies than I could ever have imagined. I found children starving, men and women malnourished. I talked to women who couldn’t lift their feet to walk because they had been raped that badly; they couldn’t move and were just waiting to die. I met families where the men had been taken, the women raped in front of their husbands, and the young girls carried off on horseback to be used as concubines until they got too exhausted; then they would be killed. In Darfur, they use "disappear" as a passive verb: Many people I met had family members who had "been disappeared," and they don’t know whether they are going to get them back.

Q. Where do such atrocities take place? Are the people rounded up and carried off to die?
A. They die on the streets, in their homes, in their villages—whole villages are burned.

Q. Did you feel personally endangered?
A. I always feel endangered, but that is nothing new. I’ve worked in war-torn situations, and you go into such situations knowing you might die. I do my best to protect myself, of course, but I know that, no matter how protected you are, if someone wants to get you they’ll get you. When I was there, they killed some of the international volunteers, and for the first time I felt I was lucky because I was black.

Q. What went through your head?
A. Questions went through my head: Why? Where are we? Where is Africa on this? Where is the international community? Is the world not looking at this? Are we looking but not seeing? The other thing that came into my head is that the United States has collaborated with Sudan on intelligence projects. Is Sudan getting away with something, is the U.S. not looking at them with a tougher eye because they have participated with us on issues of intelligence? Are they getting a free pass?

Q. What was the most disturbing thing about the experience?
A. This genocide has been going on for three years. I was hoping it may be calming
down, and perhaps inside Sudan things were getting better. I was wrong. People are still fighting, people are still killing, people are still dying.

Q. What do you believe has to happen to turn the tide?
A. The major thing is to keep the hope alive, doing as many things as we can, spreading the word that the situation is bad and that it’s getting worse instead of getting better. The local, international and African communities must work together if anything is to change.

Q. What would you advise sympathetic people to do?
A. Do anything—educate other people, call attention to the situation in Darfur, write about it, send a postcard to your legislators, anything. There is no act too small and none too big. Even one little step helps to create hope, so long as it is keeping Darfur on the front burner. We have to keep hoping, because as we give up hope we are giving up the people of Darfur and after that all the people of Sudan.
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