The Tale of Two Churches:
Unitarian Church Cork. Sunday 19th June 2014.

From our very birth, whether we like it or not, church plays an important part in our lives,
in our early and childhood years we are normally a part of the church that our parents
attend or were raised in, in some cases it is no more than a cultural attachment.
As we grow up church may or may not be a part of our lives, and if it is, it may well be
that the church of our birth is no longer a reflection of our faith and we leave the church
of our birth.
Many of us here have done exactly that, leaving due to a creed we could not accept or a
dogma that restricted our own sense of freedom or perhaps the “experience” of church
wasn't warm, friendly or life affirming and as our journey continues we find ourselves
here in this community, this Unitarian Church.
Church is not a building, this building is a Church, it is not “The Church”; in terms of
worship this church is empty six days a week. The church is its people, who reflect both
its message and its vision and that can lead to either a positive or negative experience.
This morning I would like to tell the story of two churches, both in the Christian tradition,
both drawing their message and inspiration from the Bible, “The Word of God”, yet both
taking the same words and interpreting them in very different ways. The stories I feel
will speak for themselves.
Our first church is the Westboro Baptist Church in Topeka in Kansas, it is in the
interests of fairness that I point out that the church is NOT affiliated to any offical Baptist
jurisdiction. The Baptist church is a worldwide church with several churches here in
Cork, it is a bible based Christian church that preaches its message in a positive and
affirming way.
The name alone The Westboro Baptist Church conjures up a pleasant image, peaceful
and serene, a church where people gather every Sunday to worship their God.
The church was founded in 1955 by Fred Phelps, an ordained Methodist minister and
disbarred lawyer and he led the church until his death in March of this year. Phelps, was
a typical bible bashing preacher who preached the teachings of the bible with a passion
and fervour that would go beyond hell fire and brimstone and become downright bigotry
and hatred and that would earn him and his family the title of “America's most hated
family”. The title is sadly one that they are proud of.

The church first came to prominence in the 1980's, it jumped on the bandwagon that
maintained that the HIV virus was a punishment sent by God. By 1991 this church had
begun to go much further than using words to publicize its brand of intolerance and
hatred. That year they began to picket the funerals of gay men and women, those who
had died of AIDs, they picketed the funerals of those who had been killed as a result of
homophobic attacks, and they began to picket hospitals and hospices that treated gay
people.
Soon they began to picket the funerals of American servicemen who lost their lives in
Iraq and Afghanistan, openly rejoicing in the death of another American serviceman or
woman. These were not just pickets, the placards and banners carried by these people,
some as young as 4 are among the vilest and most disgusting I have ever seen, to say
they are Anti-Gay is believe me putting it very very mildly, they are anti anybody who
does not accept the Bible as written word for word, and that in itself although bizzare to
us is after all their belief but it is the vitriolic expression of that belief. The language they
use both at protests and on their website is so vile, so disgusting that I cannot repeat
even the mildest in this sacred space.
And it is not just Gay and Lesbian people but Catholics, Protestants, the Jewish people,
because they killed Jesus, Hinduism, Buddhism, everybody is damned and subject to
the wrath of God.
In October 2011 they picketed the funeral of Apple CEO, Steve Jobs, CBS news noted
the irony that the church had used an Apple iPhone to tweet this fact.
In April 2013 it issued a statement “Thanking God for the Boston Marathon Bombings”
and picketed the funerals of all who lost their lives in that awful tragedy.
Ireland does not escape its wrath and ire either, we are a nation doomed to hell
because of our government’s plan to hold a referendum, early next year on same sex
marriage and because we allow same sex civil partnerships .
President Barrack Obama is the Anti-Christ.
The rights of The Westboro Baptist Church to protest, picket and spew forth its
message of bigotry is protected under Americas Freedom of Speech laws, a decision
that was upheld by The US Supreme court in 2006.Members of the church are barred
from entering the UK and Phelps appearance on Irish radio 2 years ago drew
controversy and anger.
A visit to its website is a frightening experience ,page after page of hatred and the
justifying of it all in God’s name. The website informs you that to date they have
picketed and disrupted 52,648 funerals. As a registered charity The Westboro Baptist
Church is exempt from paying taxes. How ironic that the nation it hates and its people
are having to indirectly support this church.

Now dont get me wrong I am not criticizing this church for being Anti Gay,that is its
right, as it is the right of any person to adopt such a stance for religious, political, social
or cultural reasons, we should never seek to silence opposing views but those views
must be expressed in a way that does not undermine the value and dignity of another
human being.
Perhaps the most frightening thing about the Westboro Baptist church, apart from the
views of its members, which one could, if being generous ascribe to severe ignorance,
is the fact that it uses the bible and the teachings of Jesus to validate its beliefs and
justify its actions in the disrupting of funerals and the upsetting of family members, who
only wish to mourn and lay to rest a loved one.

Its website, literature, placards and posters are full of biblical quotations, quoting freely
from both Old and New Testaments; Jeremiah, Amos and Proverbs, Revelation and
Lamentations ,from The Acts of The apostles, Romans and even from the Gospel of
Matthew.
It gives further credence to my own belief that it is the refuge of the spiritually bankrupt
to quote word for word biblical texts and apply them literally to suit their own needs and
impose a dogma based on inequality. To use God as some sort of cosmic enforcer, to
portray God as a vengeful God full of wrath and anger, ready to destroy and eternally
punish those who do not conform.
If the Westboro Baptist church is the darkness, then our second church is surely the
light.
St Paul’s Chapel of Trinity Church is located in New York’s Lower Manhattan district, in
the very heart of Wall street. It is an Episcopalian church, its equivalent here would be
the Church of Ireland. The church itself has been in continuous use since 1766 and
survived the great fire of New York City some ten years later
Over the course of its history many famous people have worshipped at the church, the
most notable being George Washington, who had his own pew and attended service on
the morning of his presidential inauguration in 1789.
The church bears some similarities to our own, it has been in continuous use for almost
300 years and like our own is a city church located as ours is in the heart of the financial
and business sector.

Sometimes history is what we read in textbooks and sometimes it is something we live
through. St Paul’s chapel stands in the shadow of what were the “Twin Towers” and
who will ever forget the horror that unfolded on the 1st of September 2001,who will ever
forget watching the horror and carnage unfold before our very eyes live on our TV
screens.
In the hours and days that followed we shared America’s sense of disbelief, dismay and
shock and as the ugly truth presented itself many of us shared the sense of anger. At
Ground Zero, 2,606 people lost their lives, innocent workers, firefighters and policemen
and paramedics.
It is in this, one of America’s darkest hours that St Paul’s began to shine, not only for the
people of New York but for all of America and the world. In the immediate aftermath of
9/11 the church threw open its doors not as a place of worship but as a place of rest
and refuge. Religious services were suspended as the church became a home away
from home for New York’s emergency workers; firefighters, police, paramedics and
civilians. Here they rested, slept, showered and found a sense of community as the
terrible search for survivors and then bodies went on.
The church became a beacon of light and hope for the people of New York, soon the
railings that surround the church were covered in ribbons, flowers, cards and soft toys.
The church authorities decided to erect wooden panels for people to attach their
messages of loss and hope too. They reckoned they would need 15 such panels; it
turned out they needed 400!
As the “Twin Towers” crashed to the Earth destroying all in their wake, this one building
miraculously escaped unscathed, not even a window was broken. Over the weeks and
months that followed the church would become a symbol of hope for the people of New
York, not even hope in the religious sense but hope in terms of the human spirit and its
ability to overcome, to triumph.
This sense of hope transmitted from this church was picked up by not only New Yorkers
but right across America and indeed the world. For weeks and months emergency
workers made this church their base, returning to it after hours of heartbreaking work,
the dust and ash carried in by them destroyed the churches organ.
Today the church is a major tourist attraction as it houses a memorial to the victims of
9/11 and the bravery of the emergency workers. On entering the church you will see a
display called “Healing Hearts and Minds”, it is a NYPD uniform covered in badges from
police forces and firefighting departments across the US.As you walk through the
display, you see uniforms still covered in ash and debris, pictures of those who died,
messages of both hope and loss. Anybody who has been their will tell you that it is a

strange experience, there is an overwhelming sense of sadness but also an
overwhelming sense of hope in the goodness and kindness of mankind. It is a church I
think everybody should visit.
Today the church is up and running again with regular Sunday and weekday services,
its current Rector Rev James H Cooper has begun a strong emphasis on inter faith
services and every winter the church opens its doors to the homeless of Manhattan and
lets them sleep in the pews once used by the brave men and women of 9/11.The
church preaches and lives a message of openness and welcome, is this surely what
church should stand for.
In the heart of Manhattans financial district, it is a reminder that there is more to life than
stocks and shares and the accumulation of wealth and power. Amongst the skyscrapers
of Manhattan it is a signpost to a different way.
Like the Westboro Baptist church, it too takes its inspiration from the Bible, it too
preaches the message of Jesus.
And that is the tale of 2 churches, one walking in the darkness ,the other illuminating the
way, both drawing their inspiration from the same book The Bible.
Perhaps the moral of the story is: That with the Bible and all sacred books, it is not the
words that matter, but how you interpret them and live them.
Amen.
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