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Rudders and Tigers and Tongues, Oh My!
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The Olympics were really fun this year, watching most of them with a view of the Swiss Alps, tuned into Swiss or German speaking sports networks, which is a completely different experience from the talking heads of American sports. 

Now, my family religiously follows Katie Ledecky as her grandfather, Dr. EJ Hagan, delivered all five of my sisters and me. So of course, we feel like kin to her, as does everybody else in our hometown. She spent a lot of time in the summers at her grandparents’ ranch so, of course, she knows all of us, too. So, my sisters and I definitely texted a lot back and forth when our adopted cousin Katie was swimming this summer and during the Olympics in general.  

So, when my twin sister re- posted something patently untrue on social media about Algerian boxer, Imane Khelif, I was troubled.  Khelif suffered unspeakable harassment from millions of people online because they believed she was a trans woman fighting in the boxing tournament. Now, I knew that my opinion regarding trans athletes and competition would be different than my sister’s, but I felt like spreading falsehood was something my sister wouldn’t want to do.  

So, very carefully, in response to a comment on her post (not her own words) that called Khelif a man, I wrote “actually, Khelif is a female assigned at birth. While she has a genetic condition that results in an XY chromosome, which gives her masculine looking traits, it must be so hard to be misgendered all of the time when all she wants to do is compete, like other Olympians, on the world stage right now.”  

I thought I was being tactful.  

Later, I saw that she had deleted my comment, but not her original post.   

Maybe I should have left it there.  

I didn’t.  

I texted my sister:   
“I am sad you deleted my comment about Imane Khelif, clarifying her gender. I don’t have an opinion about whether she should be boxing or not because of her XY chromosome, but spreading a lie about her gender…is wrong.   To be continuously challenged, made fun of and hated has to be awful. She deserves compassion.”

My sister wrote: 
“Sorry, I see your point, but others might not, and I didn’t want arguments on my post.”

Maybe I should have left it there. 

I didn’t. 

“Why not just remove the post?”  I asked. 

“Because it’s my post? Can we just leave it be, please. Please?”  

MAYBE I SHOULD HAVE LEFT IT THERE. 

Nope. I didn’t.  

I wrote: 
“Well, it’s not true that “she” is a “he”, and by leaving it there, continues to spread misinformation and cruelty which then spread into other acts of marginalization and violence against the transgender AND intersex community. It’s about people. Living breathing, suffering people who just want to live life like everybody else.  That’s it. My heart breaks that you can’t see how hurtful and cruel it is. I will “leave it be” now.  

Well, then, she didn’t leave it be, accusing me of schooling her and guilting her and making her feel like an awful person, of which I was doing a great job…. And, by the way, she didn’t agree with everything I post on FB either, but she just scrolls by….

And, of course, at this point all of my tact went out the window and I went on defense and….it devolved from there in a flurry of texts and actions….

Which all resulted in a rupture in our relationship, cratering an even great divide between us, with little hope of a mutual understanding…

Here is the thing: 
I know how to communicate, mostly. 
I was trying hard to not make it personal or blaming (well, until the last few posts—that is debatable—and I stopped asking Liz to read them before I sent them…)
When I saw texting was futile, I asked to talk or Facetime which was met with a hard pass on the part of my sister.
———
This unresolved argument created a lot of anguish for me.

Where is the line between relationship and love of family and the practice of justice and advocacy for neighbor? 

OR

Whenever is the right time to “leave it there?”
——
There is a popular meme I have seen bouncing around social media—sourced from writer Robert Jones Jr.:  

We can disagree and still love each other, unless your disagreement is rooted in my oppression and denial of my humanity and right to exist.  
——
I fully ascribe to that. 

But what happens to love when the other person doesn’t see their belief as oppressive?  

——————-
I know you are hoping I have found the answer to this.
That maybe even the Bible has the answer (because that is what it is, right? A Book of Answers? I say this tongue in cheek, obviously.)

What I do know is that having de-escalation training and practicing compassionate listening is super helpful but, even then, things can back-fire.   

It’s not a reason to stop speaking truth to power.   

I do feel better that learning to communicate well is obviously a problem as old as humankind or, at least, almost a couple of thousand years old in our Christian tradition, according to the book of James.    

James is a funny little epistle tucked into the New Testament~~it is not clear who wrote it, when it was written, who it was written to.  It is the only book of the New Testament classified as Wisdom Literature.   When we think of wisdom literature in the Bible, our minds might more readily drift to Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes.   

Wisdom Literature is a literary genre of the ancient Near East that dates back to the middle of the 3rd millennium BCE, originating in ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt and spreading from there. Wisdom literature from Jewish, Greek, Chinese, and Indian cultures started appearing around the middle of the 1st millennium BC. In the 1st millennium AD, Egyptian-Greek wisdom literature emerged, some elements of which were later incorporated into Islamic thought. (Interesting, but not relevant, really…)

In the particular words you heard today, the focus is on how people of faith speak about other human beings made in God’s own image.   It reminds us of the power of words, and calls for an accountability in how we speak to one another.  

It does not give advice on how to find some common ground with those with whom we disagree, unfortunately.   It does, however, give us room to be human. James 3:2 reminds us that, inevitably, we all make mistakes with our words.  I find this heartening.  

Barbara Brown Taylor, in her commentary on this passage, says that it is essential to remember that, as humans, we construct worlds with our speech. Those worlds are based on a plethora of experience and learning and bias. The mistake we make is that we decide the worlds we create with our own perspectives are really God’s perspective.   The only perspective.
Which has created friction for millennia, I suppose. 

Today, I celebrate the mission of Braver Angels. Braver Angels is a citizens' organization uniting red and blue Americans in a working alliance to depolarize America. This is courageous work. I invite you to check out their website, to read about their process. They have been slowly successful in finding some areas of common ground.  My point being that the work of communication, seeking common ground is a labor of persistence and courage, that must be seasoned with grace and forbearance.    

 
As a person of faith, I truly believe that each human is beloved and created in the image of the Divine. Each person I meet, no matter how distasteful, deserves my respect.  Even if that respect isn’t returned. Even if my expression of respect is ridiculed or mis-interpreted.  Or denied.  I don’t have to like it or make room for it, but I don’t need to add to the hate and disregard. 

We are fifty days away from election day. The divide in our country will only become more pronounced. Christian nationalism will only grow louder, Mis-information will only be spread wider, and demonizing the other with sarcastic humor and derision will only be expressed more strongly. 

What is a faithful response? 
We know better than to deride and belittle—although it iso hard not to, I know. 
More than ever, we need to choose our words carefully and wisely, truthfully and kindly…. knowing that we may not find common ground. Knowing that the people we love so much, and that we know are not mean, cruel people can dig their heels in the ground in phobia and mis-information, for only God knows what reason. They are still are part of our human family.   

AND, we are still called to stand up for the oppressed, and advocate for Love, and yes, do all we can to help bend our world towards the arc of justice and compassion, and love of neighbor.   

To use our words for kindness and respect. 

Heid Erdich is the current poet laureate of Minneapolis.  She describes her poem, “Red Language”, which you heard this morning:  “It's a poem about language recovery and love recovery…..it's super-short because I was just really thinking about the moment of utterance. And …. how you remember people and the things you said to one another….I wanted to write about how and wonderful that is. And I compared it to a kind winter when you don't have so much cold and ice.”

For me, I want the words I utter 
to call forth memories of love. 
To evoke kind winter feelings…
———————-
What happened with me and my sister? We patched things up, kind of? We chose to ignore our disagreement.  Whatever we did wasn’t fully satisfactory to me because I really, really long to have a meaningful and honest conversation with my sister.  

For now, that isn’t going to happen and I have to let that go.  

It’s excruciating, at times, when I see her commenting on social media on mutual friends’ posts~~disagreeing vigorously and not always kindly with those who don’t align with her politically.   She also writes funny posts, and lovely inspirational posts, all mixed in with hateful posts that I read as bigoted and racist and all kinds of phobic.   
—
But~~on our birthday, she sent me a lovely card, and on the front it said:
“As The Years Go By We Begin to Learn What Matters:
Years don’t matter, 
Differences don’t matter, 
Love Matters.”

I could read all kinds of things into this sentiment and either get irritated or bask in the expression of love. I chose love. 

A Hallmark birthday card.  
Maybe that’s the closest we will get in this lifetime. 
I’ll take it for now, and treasure the kind winter feelings it evokes. 
I’ll embrace its Red Language of Memory and Love.  

Rudders and tongues and tigers, oh my. 
Amen. 
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