Facets of Freedom

Sermon by Dr. Judit Gellérd in the Unitarian Universalist Church of Ann Arbor, MI March 16, 2008
I am truly grateful to you for hosting me on one of the most important days of my life: the round birthday when the circle becomes full and priorities shift. 

I seem to pay a pilgrimage to my dear friend, Dr. David Keyes, wherever his ministry takes him. And my teacher and colleague from our Transylvanian medical school, a family of four doctors, are also worshipping with us today.

The Ides of March is the greatest Hungarian holiday, our July 4th, Freedom Day, the anniversary of the Great Revolution 160 years ago.  Since all our revolutions for freedom were crashed by tyranny this day is an eternal reminder for us to never give up the aspiration for freedom.  Today I come to you not only as a Transylvanian Unitarian minister and founder of the partner church movement and of the UU Partner Church Council, but I come as a witness of the struggle for freedom in my homeland and here, in America.  

This day carries still deeper personal significance.  Today I have lived as long as my father did.  My 60. birthday today was his last, the day when he took his own life as an active martyrdom.  For his freedom was in fatal jeopardy. 
Today I wish to make you witness to rare historic documents: Here are the Romanian Secret Police files on my father released not long time ago. I did not dare to carry all 1,300 pages with me, for each page is sealed “TOP SECRET” – and I might have had a problem with the airport US homeland security.  This gruesome document reveals how my Unitarian minister-scholar father was kept under secret police surveillance for decades.  

- How we had our own fatal September 11 in 1959: my father’s arrest warrant was issued on that day. And consequently, he was kidnapped in the middle of the night. And for years we did not even know whether he was alive at all. 

-I hold his handwritten affidavit “requesting” that his books and his handwritten sermons, entire volumes that the police confiscated during house search, to be destroyed by burning them!  How much torture must have preceded such petition?  

- I painfully see names of friends and church leaders spying on him, betraying his trust and playing into the hands of the secret police.  Because of his best virtues, his remarkable ministry and scholarship, he was branded as “dangerous mind”.  It is a miracle that his life scholarship has survived.  Ironically, the very Judas had the decency to inform him about his impending arrest, thus he was able to hide his two-volume doctoral dissertation in the attic of the parsonage.  Later I smuggled them out of the country, translated and published this only intellectual history of four centuries Transylvanian Unitarianism. His doctoral inauguration and his arrest were perfectly coordinated by Unitarian church officials: He was arrested two weeks before the doctoral degree (we were already packing for the great celebration in Kolozsvar), and his Judas this time was richly rewarded for his services: the seminary professor’s chair of practical theology, waiting for my father, now became his. And some of these church officials are still in power.

When my father was released six years later through Amnesty International along with 50,000 political prisoners, mostly intellectuals, he was unrecognizable, broken, old man at 45.  He continued to live in inner exile in a far away village. In his marginalization his dream to renew his church was doomed to failure. Yet he kept writing despite the insidious fear-tactics of the regime – which eventually pushed him into the abyss. Suicide was clean murder. If his choice before was between his honor and his family, now it was between his integrity and his life.  Suicide remained his only freedom in the face of a new cycle of imprisonment and torture.  It was his last desperate protest against dehumanization. 

My father’s secret police code name was “The Prophet.”  Such poetic irony! Almost prophetic insight from the cruelest of political institutions!

So I am the prophet’s daughter. And it must have been providential that I graduated from the “School of Prophets”, Boston University, just recently. Now I must assume the prophetic voice of my father. As the member of the last generation of eyewitness, I shout: Wake up America! You are losing your freedom!I wish to compel you all to become “dangerous intellectuals” for our time. 

The quest today is as piercing and acute as it was 160 years ago when our Hungarian revolutionary poet, Petöfi, wrote:

“To be, or not to be free?

This is the question! you must choose.”  

Perhaps the question is more relevant today America than you feel comfortable admitting it. How much more of our celebrated freedom are we willing to sacrifice?  And how much longer do we hide behind our assumptions that freedom is everlasting and free?  

How much revolutionary spirit can we find in ourselves? 

The imperative of the choice should come naturally. You choose your religion – while we in Transylvania are born into it and we never change it.  Liberals even claim the right of choice in matters of the ultimate concern: “God is optional” – stands the sign in front of my former church, the First Unitarian Society of San Francisco.  

I too practice my own version of a funny, ironic choice: the choice of my birthday.  Since I was born on the hundredth anniversary of the Hungarian Revolution, Romanian Communist officials considered it treasonously revolutionary – therefore they registered me for the next day, March 16th.  Now I can choose between the two.  

So I dedicate the first day to my mother who had her share of persecution.  She was evicted from the parsonage, our only home; she was coerced to divorce my imprisoned father in order to keep us, her two young children, out of Romania’s infamous orphanages. Yet she refused to assume the role of a victim, standing up against the system – and she ended up victorious. 

While my parents suffered, my freedom to embrace the privileges of high education in music and medicine had no limits, but it had a price. As a child I was forced to disown my political prisoner father in order to continue my studies.   

Yet both, my persecuted father and his privileged daughter, had something essentially common: our sense of freedom remained intact in the darkest of oppression.  We have safeguarded our inner freedom. Inside at the core, in our dream, we remained free. We protected, we walled in our freedom in the sanctuary of our spirit.  No totalitarian dictator could ever reach it. We were keenly aware of the mind-control tactics and we resisted them with every fiber of our being. 

Sometimes I think we were freer than most free Americans are today.

Having lived both experiences, I cannot help but continuously compare the two kinds of freedom.

It is my husband’s favorite Sanskrit maxim, “Assume nothing, observe everything.” The assuming mode seems to be inherent in our nature. And unless we become conscious of this, assuming often leads to false conclusions, unreasonable assurances and missed opportunities.  

Our assuming mode perhaps blurs our vision from recognizing the difference between the vision of freedom when it is absent, and the assumed freedom that is slipping away. 

This land is the assumed land of freedom. The United States even exports freedom and democracy to the world  – before making an inventory, reflecting on our own stewardship of freedom and democracy. 

“We are what we do with what we have,” my Dean, Robert Neville said.

We are free.

- We are free to be cultured, yet we choose to stay ignorant about the sensitivities and values of other cultures and ignorant about our own ignorance.  We convey to our children: “You are free to do whatever you wish.” And in this boundless freedom, our children grow up without guidance and discipline, barely literate and with poor social skills, while teachers lose their jobs as if there were too many of them. Can a nation have too many teachers ever? Or can a nation afford, be as powerful as the US, not to afford enough teachers?   

- We feel free to impose our faceless monoculture upon the rest of the -world.  Free to wage pre-emptive reckless wars against whichever country we freely choose to call “axes of evil,” freely spending the future of our children.  

- We are free to be greedy and consider rightful to devastate our environment and assume ownership of the entire globe. We call the sacred forests and mountains here and on other continents “our resources.”

- Our government freely brainwashes us. And we seem to blindly obey. We seem spellbound by our own assumed ideals, and don’t realize that the strategic expansion in the world alienates the world from us.


The people of America is vulnerable—not because of terrorism, but because of our own assumption that our freedom is a given and our civil liberties are granted perpetually. 


I am shocked how much and how fast this country “progressed” on the path of losing our privacy and being subjected to a totalitarian-type control of a sophisticated electronic state. It began to remind me of Orwell’s 1984 vision. And the war on terror frighteningly resembles the Cold War. Distrust and fear of “the other” are, once again, infused into Americans. Fear is exploitable and will corrupt society and individuals alike. 
Communism has long ended as a direct threat to the US, but I am telling you, those lessons of history must be learned, or we will be doomed to repeat the mistakes, and the sacrifices of people like my father, would be for naught.

At the encouragement of my mentor, Nobel Peace laureate Elie Wiesel, I wrote a book, Prisoner of Liberté, the story of my father’s life and death in the totalitarian regime. I hope this will sensitize the readers to the early signs and the insidious nature of totalitarianism. If we compromise too much in protecting our institutions of freedom and privacy – whether by plain coercion or by false promises of safety - society’s downspiral into totalitarianism is inevitable. In the light of scandalous documents such as mine, we hopefully ask: who we are as citizens and what is our responsibility to keep our institutions of freedom strong.  We must assume a more complex understanding of freedom.  It is more than the mere summary of liberties.

The choice between freedom and tyranny is ours and our decision is made on behalf of the next generation. My father was crushed by tyranny, and the US wages war against a tyrannical regime - but isn’t this policy seems more and more like exercising tyranny?  Some of you may think I speak like a communist, and I indeed am the by-product of communist totalitarianism.  But precisely because of it, I consider Niemoeller’s famous epigraph as prophetic as ever:
First they came for the Jews




And I did not speak out--


Because I was not a Jew.


 

Then they came for the communists



And I did not speak out--




Because I was not a communist.



Then they came for the trade 

Unionists and I did not speak out--

Because I was not a trade unionist.


Then they came for me

And there was no one left

to speak out for me.

Today is Palm Sunday and it makes the convergence of anniversaries ever more poignant. Had I been anything but a Unitarian, I would be considered a heretic now.  I cannot help but interchangeably think of Jesus lamenting over Jerusalem in the foreshadow of his imminent death and of my father handing me the communion bread and the chalice in his church the day before his death.  

Palm Sunday foreshadows God’s Freedom Day.  Under Jewish and traditional Christian theology we live in bondage: sin binds us but also binds God to a blood ransom to reestablish the possibility of our freedom.  America’s 9/11 sells the war against terror and “axes of evil” as the USA’s current answer to freedom and even to the possibility of regaining freedom. Isn’t it an irony that this ideology is modeled on the theology of ransom of an innocent son?  The sons of a nation are sacrificed as ransom to re-establish freedom and eradicate the consequences of sin: the sin of an arrogant world policy.  

Palm Sunday is a good day to think about transforming the myth of redemption: that is, God’s paying a ransom for sin with the sacred, wounded head of his son as Bach inscribed in the Chorale we sing. Our soldiers are the sons of the poor or they are the young zealots, exuberant with youth. And we allow the caskets to sneak into the country without the nation seeing and mourning its sacrificed heroes.  We hide our dead soldiers as if we were ashamed of them. And we don’t protest enough. (I was so appreciative of yesterday peace protests all over Ann Arbor’s downtown.)

But we shall overcome!  As liberals we are the ones who must achieve the possibility of freedom for our age: for our children and grandchildren.  Just as Martin Luther King calls those with good will to unite in the civil right movements against racism, so we, liberals of today, need unite with all persons of good will around the globe to finally end militant nationalism and our march toward totalitarianism. Our freedom brings salvation only if it is responsibly lived.  


To challenge assumptions, to challenge ourselves, to challenge the political establishment, and to assume responsibility of the stir of the challenge – this is our prophetic task today. 

Amen. 
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