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When we think of ism’s, things like racism, classism, sexism it is easy to get caught up in the really obvious, really blatant examples, but sometimes it is the not so obvious situations that worry me more. Just this week I was talking with a colleague whose three year old twins are very large for their ages. My colleague was worried about how people look at her and her children. She talked about people seeing her children behaving in ways that are completely age appropriate and assuming that they are developmentally delayed because of their size. 
I remember those fears well. As the parent of two children who at age 9 were already wearing men’s shoes and clothes, I remember frequently slipping into conversations my children’s ages, I find I still do it fairly often, it is a safety measure I learned to circumvent people making assumptions about how immature my children are. 
The truth is my children have always been mature for their ages, or age appropriate in most settings, but when your 6 year old looks like a 12 year old and your 12 year old looks like a 16 year old it is hard not to get caught in a strange form of ageism. We usually think of ageism as the alienation of those who are senior citizens but they are not the only ones who are left out, or even shut out of things because of their ages.
In churches we tend to be very ageist, much to our dismay. In my years of church involvement I know I have been lumped into many awkward and situations simply because of my age, I have also benefited in situations because of my age. When I took a detour in my college education and returned to my home church in my early twenties I was immediately asked to be one of the youth group advisors because obviously a younger person is the right person to put in that roll. I was also asked to help start a campus and young adult ministry because, well, I was the only young adult in the church. And of course since I was the only young adult in the church I was asked if I would serve on the board so they could have broader representation. I was also asked to run for the UUA nominating committee because there were no other young adults interested or particularly visible in the denomination at the time, and when I was 24 I was asked to chair the UUA nominating committee because again shouldn’t we display those young adults we do have who are active?

For some of these positions I was the right choice, from all of these experiences I gained tremendous experience, but I also learned to look at the world through the lenses of an only, a minority person in a majority world, and frankly it was a role I have found very hard to leave behind.

As the third youngest person in our ministry when I entered the parish in 1992 I ran into tremendous age discrimination. Churches were used to hiring women who were second career folks, they were used to seeing older men, many of whom were also second career folk. I had one seminary president tell me that he went into the ministry young and the first ten years of his ministry were hell, and therefore he didn’t think anyone under the age of thirty should enter seminary. My personal theory at the time was if the first ten years are going to be hell, I’d sure like to get them out of the way as soon as possible. The truth was the first ten years of my ministry had their ups and downs but overall they were wonderful years for me, and I certainly don’t in anyway regret the experience of regret the timing.

I was the white child in a predominantly black school, and the white child in the predominantly white school, and in truth I was shocked on my first day of school in the predominantly white school, I thought there was something wrong with it, why else would it be so colorless? I have worshipped in many settings where I was the one who stood out by age, or race, or gender, after all I am a women in a profession which is historically male. I have prayed in places where I was the only woman, and I have preached in places where I was the only woman, and I have also been the only not Christian, non-Baptist, non-Lutheran and so on, and yet I have carried on with the task at hand because it was what I was there to do.

The leadership of the Unitarian Universalist Association has worked long and hard to heal issues of oppression and elitism, and classism and racism within our movement and they have failed over and over again, and yet they carry on with the work of anti-racism, and anti-oppression ministries, they have begun to focus on multi-culturalism and inclusion, and they are leaving behind words like tolerance in favor of words like acceptance.

The leaders of the association frankly are spending more time on this work than I am comfortable with, not because I don’t believe it is important work to do, and not because I have never seen the impact of elitism, and exclusion, and tokenism, but because I believe there is only way to change ourselves as a religious movement, and that is to change the individuals who make up our religious movement, and that is harder work than anything you can begin to imagine.

The reason this is so hard is because we have good intentions and we want what is best for ourselves and our children, and sometimes wanting what is best is not always what is in the best interest on every level. My parents were what you might refer to as ultra-liberals, and while I loved my parents with all my heart and  I know that they loved me and wanted what was best for me, they also had values about community and society that colored the decisions they made.
My parents moved to Trenton, New Jersey in the mid-1950’s when the Trenton schools were considered to be among the best in the country. They were newly married and starting an idealistic life together as a social worker and a psychologist, they were activists, intellectuals, and community leaders. They had their first child in 1959 and their second in 1963 they had bought a home in a working class neighborhood, and welcomed a Japanese exchange student into their family along with their two young children and a dog. They were the American family of the future.
By the time their children were of school age the inner city schools had been integrated and white flight meant that most of the neighborhood children attended parochial schools. The liberal values that this couple held dear as well as their own religious convictions, one had left behind Orthodox Judaism and the other visions of a life as a Christian Missionary as they plunged into their own struggle for radical change at home. They were active in the civil rights movement, and labor causes, as well as politics both local and national, their friends and colleagues were the rainbow that we dream our churches will one day become.

Their children were the white children in the inner city schools in my Kindergarten class there were three white children, Mary, Jeff and me. In first grade even the teacher was black, and the only other white child in my class was Kevin, and he was weird, and everybody knew it! In second grade it was me and Jeff. I did well in school, and had lots of friends in school, at home and at church. My brother was not as lucky. My brother was the scrawny, smart, white kid from a single family home with two parents, in a school where the bulk of the children were from low income multi-family housing and not all of them had two parents at home. He was repeatedly punched, kicked and bullied. 
My parents struggled with their decisions. They struggled against being part of the white flight, and they struggled against putting their own children at risk. They struggled with leaving a home and a neighborhood that they had thought had everything to move to a place that cried out against what they believed in. They struggled with their theology, and their social ideology. They had their children take entrance exams for Parochial and Private schools; they discovered that their straight ‘A’ children were far below grade level. They sent their older child to parochial school, and left their younger one in public school, while they searched for a new home in a suburb. Now in their 40’s those children feel very differently about that time. My brother feels that our parents damaged him by not doing what was right for him sooner. I feel that my parents lived their values, and while it may not have been the best thing for me educationally, it certainly was the best thing for me to have parents who lived both their faith and their values in everyway possible for as long as they possibly could.
So how is it that from that story that background, I could feel that the church is doing the wrong thing to focus on making the church more racially, and culturally and economically diverse? Well it is simple, what my parents taught me is that until all the people in every part of your life are diverse you can’t expect to find diversity in your religious community. It isn’t that I don’t want a church that is multiracial and multicultural it is that I want it to become that authentically. I want you to bring your friends to church and I want our church to look like the United Nations because that is how your lives are.

I do not believe that you can say we want more young people, and more gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgendered people, or more people of African, or Hispanic descent until your lives are age, color gender and sexual orientation inclusive. When you can bring in your neighbor, your colleague, the person who stretches next to you at yoga, drinks next to you at the local coffee shop, and whose children play with your children or grandchildren and introduce them to me not as the person who came through the door this morning, but as the person whose hopes and dreams you have already heard and found to be similar enough to your own to want to share with them your religious community, then we will have the religious community we are hoping to create, wanting to live out, wanting to be able to hold up to the wider community as the reality of what can be. 

We can be that multi-age, multiracial, multiethnic and multigendered congregation, but we have to work hard at it, and work at it not just on Sundays, but day in and day out, because we need to model being the people that can populate such a diverse religious community. Amen and Blessed Be!
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