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READING “The Swimming Pool” by Thomas Lux
All around the apartment swimming pool
the boys stare at the girls
and the girls look everywhere but the opposite
or down or up. Itis
as it was a thousand years ago: the fat
boy has it hardest, he
takes the sneers,
prefers the winter so he can wear
his heavy pants and sweater.
Today, he’s here with the others.
Better they are cruel to him in his presence
than out. Of the five here now (three boys,
two girls) one is fat, three cruel,
and one, a girl, wavers to the side,
all the world tearing at her.
As yet she has no breasts
(her friend does) and were it not
for the forlorn fat boy whom she joins
in taunting, she could not bear the terror,

which is the terror



of being him. Does it make her happy
that she has no need, right now, of ingratiation,
of acting fool to salve

her loneliness? She doesn’t seem

so happy. She is like

the lower middle class, that fatal group
handed crumbs so they can drop a few
down lower to the poor, so they won't kill
the rich. All around

the apartment swimming pool

there is what's everywhere: forsakenness
and fear, a disdain for those beneath us
rather than a rage

against the ones above: the exploiters,

the oblivious and unabashedly crdel.

SERMON: “Safety Net”

We are gathering this morning at the beginning wéry special month for Wakefield

and in the life of this church. You may have heaemention our collaboration over the last

months in something called “Stories for a Safer @fi@hd” or you may have seen references to it

in the Wakefieldtem or theObserver. Some of us have attended meetings with WAAV—er th

Wakefield Alliance Against Violence—and the Beeblkrary and others as this month of events

has come together. You may have seen the brocthioh neads: “Violence—Seen it—Felt it—

Done it?”... “What is It? What do you consider viote®?” It goes on to say “In one way or

another, violence touches your life. We are all stimes victims, sometimes witnesses, and,

! New & Selected Poems (Houghton Mifflin).



depending on how we define it, maybe sometimesgbexfors. It affects us individually and as a
community. Let’s talk about it.”

| have taken that last statement seriously—so tatksabout it this morning. Now as |
say that, | know that this is or can be a veryidift topic for many. Maybe for you. Some of us
have survived violence and abuse or know somease ¢b us who has. We know that
statistically. There may be someone here this mgmiho has been or still is in an abusive
relationship. Some of us may have been that gthe@swimming pool making fun of that fat
boy when we were younger—or we may have been #éhéidly or fat girl. There is a lot of pain
that can come to the surface in all of this. Wednaer practice of breathing out and breathing in
and our reflection on the inherent worth of evengividual from the first principle of Unitarian
Universalism. And we have our hope, as the charseng, of the gift of peace for all, of the
perfect song to sing. May we be held in that peexcthat safety net, this morning as | consider
what might be an uncomfortable subject for somyoof

We know that violence does touch all our lives—eaist we know it intellectually. We
see it on the television news; we hear about therradio. It pops up on our email screens. We
know there are wars going on—somewhere “over th&ame of us may have fought in a war.
We know on some level that, as Geoffrey Canadaenrothe preface to his now classic book,
Fist Sick Knife Gun: “America has long had a love affair with violeraxed guns. It's our
history, we teach it to all of our young. The Rexan, the ‘taming of the West,’ the Civil War,
the world wars, and on and on. Guns, justice, eighsness, freedom, liberty—all tied to
violence. Even when we try to teach about non-vicdge we have to use the Reverend Dr. Martin
Luther King Jr., killed by the violent.”

Canada goes on to say that it “is because mosig@eothis country don’t have to think
about their personal safety every day that ourespds still complacent about the violence that is
engulfing our cities and towns.” He is talking abaidnat he calls a new generation, “the hand
gun generation.” He reflects that this violencaasv , but says that it is not. He says that
“violence has always been around...violence, | remerifbHe is mostly talking here about the
violence outside on the streets in some neighbalfieas we know, some neighborhoods not so
very far from here.

But what about the violence our very neighborhoods? What about the violence or

abuse that might happen behind closed doors? \Wiatmotice a neighbor or a co-worker with

2 Excerpted fronFist, Stick, Knife, Gun, pp.x-xi.



an unexplained black eye or behaving in a way ircwthey seem to be threatened? What if it is
you yourself who has not felt safe at school drahe but you are too scared or too embarrassed
to talk about it or tell anyone? What if you havinessed bullying? What if you have
experienced baiting just because of your sexuaitiy® What if you are that fat boy at the
swimming pool? Or girl?

These are the kinds of realities that Stories f8ager Wakefield seeks to address this
month through many activities that you can find aobut in the green and white brochure.
Starting this week you can see Downtown Story Walkaerchant windows. There will be
guest reader days in the elementary schools fegttiiematic selections for the children. 1 will
be a guest reader at the Woodville School this daygand at the Walton School later this
month. There will be Rape and Assault Defense Trginonducted by the Wakefield Police
Department and Bully Busters martial arts demotistraat the Beebe Library. Also at the
library are special books available on the themeluding a compelling book on domestic
violence by Anita Shrev&range Fits of Passion. A panel discussion on the book and the issues
presents took place in March and was filmed fotedly. Four of the events will take place
right here at our church. You can read all aboettln the brochure and in the May Gleam. It
has been exciting to work with a number of otheygbe on these events for a number of reasons,
not the least of which is just the fact of colladtang for a small church like ours. But of course
the biggest reason is that for us domestic violebaltying and other forms of violence are
justice issues. If we truly believe in the inheremwirth and dignity of each individual, then we
must respond and put our faith in action. We matdrid on the side of love,” as our hymn says.
We must provide a safety net for all of our memizerd our community. We have no choice but
to stand on the side of love, as persons who cemfesfaith.

| have been thinking a lot this week about howdtfknew about the kinds of violence
we are talking about this morning. | have askedatiybe questions on the front of the brochure:
“What is it? What do you consider violence?” | weack to a time when | was at the end of
high school when | was dating a fellow student stagted spending some considerable time at
his house. Now, | have to say that | was a prétgitered and naive young girl at that point. My
parents were so much older than all my friendsépt that | used to say that it was like being
raised by Victorians. And they were both very religs people, didn’t drink or smoke and
definitely never spanked us, which seemed like maasal in childrearing those days. So it was
that it was totally confusing to me to find mysalfthe midst of this family where abuse and



threats were just under the surface...and which wbulible over in ways that | didn’t know
what to do with. The father of the family treatad Wwife with not even thinly disguised disdain,
with verbal abuse that | regularly overheard aredtkineat of physical violence present in his
demeanor and behavior. He once threatened hisrgohoyfriend, with his rifle when he came
home later than he expected. | had NO idea hovelbave. So | did nothing. | don’t think | even
talked to anyone about it. It seemed that talkingua these things was something that just was
not done. Then. Hopefully that has changed sonee dhen. Or has it?

Around the same time | started playing music withtaer young man and spent hours
and hours at his house singing in a little roonsame back stairs. There | withessed more
verbal violence between his parents, this timenitelly fueled by alcohol. And this time |
witnessed the destruction it wielded on this farbily especially on my friend. | don’t think we
talked about it at the time, but we have sincey@adecame adults and are still friends.

A few years later | was in college, living in anaaiment in Providence. Next door to us
was a young couple | didn’t know—I would see thesmang and going. Barely a nod in the
hallway. But many evenings huge screaming matcloesdroccur, absolutely terrifying in their
intensity. | would hear glass crashing on the Wwativeen our apartments and huge thumping
sounds. Eventually the young woman'’s father cangetaok her away. Again, | had no idea
what to do. There wasn’t a Providence Alliance AgaViolence to call. It seemed to me that |
should not get involved—in fact | was too scaredebinvolved. If | had truly been standing on
the side of love back then, what should | have @one

You may have heard that the Unitarian Univers&@isgociation launched a campaign last
year which is called Standing on the Side of Ldugs initiative confronts exclusion and
violence based on identity, be it sexual orientgtgender presentation, immigration status, race,
class, religions, nationality, physical abilityamy other excuse for harassment. You can see
more about it on line if you Google “standing oe #ide of love.” This campaign comes right
out of our first principle, affirming the full humay of all people. It brings it even further than
affirmation, in fact, and stands for love. | thiokthe Apostle Paul and his well known words
often used at weddings, “Love is patient, loveirglklove is not envious or boastful or arrogant
or rude.” Whether in a marriage relationship oralationship to other human beings, it is about

that basic respect. It is about being reconciléderathan being right, as my colleague Fred



Small said in a sermon last September, probabdy #ie congregation sang the hymn we sang
earlier,Everything Possible.

This month we are standing on the side of love hethe Unitarian Universalist Church
of Wakefield. We are looking around us and our camity and providing safe space to talk
about these issues. We know that over the longfifais congregation, there have been those
that have suffered from abuse and those like mewitnessed it and didn’t know what to do
about it. | maintain that we can stand on the sideve and be a safety net for those who are
vulnerable to bullying and all the forms of abugeu might be interested that the Georgia
Commission on Family Violence released a 2009 Fatakeview Report. In it, they discuss the
particulars of the faith involvement of both vicgrand abusers. Of the nine homicides they
reviewed, seven victims identified as (church gpassdid three abusers. But only one victim
had shared any information about her abuse witmineister. The rest remained active but

invisible in their churches.

You should know that | am here to talk with anyyoti confidentially if you are affected
by these issues or have been in the past and aliagleith lingering pain or confusion. There is
also the Wakefield Alliance Against Violence—WAAV—-ho you can be in touch with. We
have their wallet cards available in our rest rooAtsuse is not something we believe or support
here. We stand on the side of love.

The news has been compelling these last months #iecsuicide of Phoebe Prince, the
South Hadley teenager who had been mercilessliedut the weeks and days leading up to her
decision that she just couldn’t take it anymorgugpect that many of us just can’t understand
how Phoebe reached that place of just not beirgtaldo on...and equally why the people
around here didn’t seem to respond to the situafiost this last week the South Hadley schools
drafted new policies to address bullying. You misp &dave heard of the suicide of eleven year
old Carl Joseph Walker-Hoover of Springfield lasag; also after having been bullied. This
week the state legislature approved a bill targebullying. It remains to be seen how it can be
implemented and whether it can have any real ef@cé might think that schools should be safe
space. We know they are often not. Whether we egislate them intbecoming safe space is a
noble thought but we also know that the world complex place these days, especially with the

ubiquitous use of cell phones and social mediddmris.

3 First Parish in Cambridge, 9-13-10.
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This is one of the answers for why life was unbbekréor Phoebe. And a reason that is
hard for some of us of a certain age find hardntdeustand. After all, there has always been
bullying and vicious teasing. | know | remembéeiram my growing up. But it is different now.
Most of our teenagers don’t remember a time wheretiveren’t cell phones; they couldn’t
imagine not answering them or viewing the texts toane through. And their life is full of
social media like Facebook and My Space. That s th@y communicate. It might seem easy
for you or | to say “just don’t answer” or just dbgo online. This is how they relate. This is
how they know if people like them—or friend them—mfriend them. We are not going to
make social media go away...or texting. But we cathiese young people—and all people
know we care about them.

What if we stand on the side of love? What if we iatentional about the safe space we
create here, as we do one Wednesday evening a fioorar LGBT friends and members?
What if we reach out to the teenagers and all stimeour wider community and say loud and
clear that we stand on the side of love? That vliey®ein the inherent worth and dignity of each
one of you—we may not agree with your behaviorsabuhe core we believe each one is
worthy, each of us. What if we look around us aaehd with those who have been abused?

One more story. One of the students | work witAmdover Newton Theological School
lives in South Hadley, as does my sister Bonnigh®d them know some of the families of the
accused teenagers. My student tells me that otleedirls who stands accused in this very sad
situation was actually moved to South Hadley wigh imother and siblings, with all of their
names changed, due to a violently abusive fatherade old story—a child who was abused,
turning around to abuse another. Just like ourigifhe Svimming Pool.

How can we stand on the side of love, so all cehtfeat love? How can we be a safety
net here, to catch those who may be falling? Hawea help vulnerable teenagers and others
become “who they were born to be”, as in our stvag Kelli sang this morning, which was
performed by the singer Susan Boyle who likely eaduher own private hell of teasing in her
younger years. How can we stand on the side ofdonkreally believe that everything
possible? Let us join together this month of Magl atand on the side of love.

Blessed be.



