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RESISTING REASONABLE ATROCITY

By David Schwartz

A former South African paramilitary commander lo@coss his dining room table into
the interviewer’s camera. He is in his early stieverweight, with short gray hair. He
wears glasses and a polo shirt. It's late morniteyexplains:

“We were at war. We believed that if the Blacks everganized they
would rise up. They were trying to get weapons, theg would have used
them on us. | had to do what | did to keep the tguitom descending
into chaos. If we didn’t get them, they’d be shogtiat us a few years
later. So we found suspects and took care of thehd what | had to do
to keep our country together and protect us.”

This is madness. He is talking about assassin&itsy a systematic program to find and
kill kids: fourteen, fifteen year olds who had coitted no crime.

But did you hear the reasons? Did you hear thakitiiegs weren’t an act of madness or
passion or blind hatred. He heshsons to do what he did, hard-headed, straightforward,
pragmatic reasons.

When | first realized it, a crawling horror seize@, because though the assassinations
sicken me, the thought that they couldre&sonable terrified me. | can imagine those
same words coming from politicians and pundits editorials here, today. And more:
coming from my co-workers, my friends. From my omnouth.

That is the horror of what this commander had to &t reasonable, well-meaning
people could support reasonable, pragmatic assdigsinor genocide, or ethnic
cleansing. These acts are not the product of deguegy, political trickery, or force—
they are the product of bright, reasonable peoglkimg bright, reasonable arguments
about how to best protect themselves.

This, more than anything else, convinces me ofhtwexl for a critical education that
teaches how to recognize and resist the perni¢mmmmonsense” truths that lead us into
calamity.

To resist, we need both to develop critical awassraand to trust our own voice. We need
to develop the tools to recognize “commonsensd; akd we need to find a voice to
speak out against it.

But despite these imperatives, many forces stiftecal awareness. | saw it particularly
in my work as a High School history teacher thiarye
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In the last period of the school day on a Tuesdi@yreoon in November, | was grading
quizzes when a parent of one of my students droppedexpectedly.

“Your son’s a bright kid,” | said, “and you can seehen he participates in the
conversations. He’s sharp, has good questions, gomanents. But he’s not doing his
work and you can see it in the grades.”

“Yeah, well,” said his father, a heavyset man s 40s, “he thinks he’s smart. Like when
he watches the news with me, he’s always askinghese questions, and | just want to
say: ‘shut up! They'll tell you in a minute.” Buehhinks he’s smarter then them.”

The father’s retort to his son was the direct ogpasf what | try to teach in class. | tell
my students: “ask questions, investigate, challesogeces, talk with your peers if you
don’t agree with something.” But the message heagbbme was “sit down and shut
up.” That view assumes power and knowledge arexbkisive domain of authorities—
politicians and pundits have it, but not us. Itqugposes that the world is fixed and
unchanging, out of our hands, and that thingsiaeethe way they are now.

But we in our churches and communities must ask etlterexactly the opposite
guestions. We must ask: In what ways is our wodtas it ought to be? Dgu think a
situation is just? Why do you believe what you &&? Why don’t you think something
sounds right? What do we need to know to understact other more fully?

It is these habits of mind we seek to teach inSwmday School and Adult Education
classes, providing a supportive space for the dgwveént of the critical reason needed to
unmask the “logical” arguments for oppression.

But a trained mind alone will not make a differenit@lso takes the courage to speak.
Speaking out ivard to do—I don’t even mean speeches before thousanusan it can

be downright difficult in a group of three peoptespeak out and stand firm. It's a skill
that takes practice, and takes trust in one’s cowmgp and agency—the belief that yda
have something to offer and yoan make a difference.

This faith in one’s voice is slowly built in a theand tiny ways and continually eroded in
a thousand ways. I'm thinking of a student | hadme of my ninth grade world history
classes. The kids were all doing a mapping exeretgeting around the Roman Empire.
(“If you walked from Rome to Carthage, how long Wbit take? What if you sailed?”)
The room had a low buzz as they flipped throughsat and talked quietly with each
other.

Two students were having some trouble with it, artkird student, a young woman, was
moving back and forth between the other two, shgwiem where to find maps in the
textbook, helping them find Carthage, Alexandriante.

| watched them work together, and there was a moofgrause, where | almost came
over to her just to say: “this is great! you're mipia great job of helping these other folks,
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I’'m impressed.” But | hesitated an instant too loagd she turned to me, and said,
frustrated: “will youplease be the teacher?”

That shook mewas | being a teacher?

But on reflection | realized that the student wasiaizing me to be a teacher just as
much as | was socializing her to be a student.v&sean active participant in setting up a
classroom where |, as teacher, had the power anl&dge, and she, as a student, was
an empty vessel waiting for me to drop the infoioratn. Her idea of what teaching is
kept her in a subservient, passive role, it kepfitwen developing her own agency and
trusting her own power.

But in this situation I, too, did not speak—did mothat moment applaud her leadership
and teaching skills. And | wonder: what was it thretde me hesitate? Her plea that | “be
the teacher” made me doubt myself for a moment,| sedond-guessed what | was
doing.

Intellectual understanding and critical thinkindlwmake no concrete difference to the
world without the moral courage and skills to speakand stand up. We develop them
over time, and the courage comes in part from m&cDur church community is such a
community of practice. It is an environment where ean speak our minds and be taken
seriously. In dialogue we can learn that we do éadleave something of great value to
add to the conversation, and in our democraticgg®eve can practice leadership.

But this ishard work, we shouldn’t forget, and the strength tosogrit across all the
years of our lives must spring from firm spirit@add ethical commitments.

| only remember one lecture from the “Introducttorthics” course | took in college. It
was one of the very first classes of the semeaiel the professor began with an
overview of the day’s argument.

“There are certain facts,” she said, “that placelligation on us as moral people—we
can't just walk by, these facts demand action.”

The classic example, of course, is the man onrrseKates about to be hit by a train.
(Oncoming trains seem to figure prominently inaatnctory ethics courses.) The fact
that he’s about to be pulverized by the oncomimghaotive places a demand on you:
give the guy a shove so he rolls out of the way.

The fact of the world carries with it certain olaltgpns for us as Unitarian Universalists.
The religious worldview of Unitarian Universalisrays that facts are not valueless. The
common vocabulary of principles and purposes mhiseptilosophical orientation clear.
The interdependent web of all existence of whichaweea part is not a mere fact—it
places an ethical requirement on us. It makes etectemands: recycle, carpool, vote for
sustainable energy policies.
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Nor is the inherent worth and dignity of every mersn abstract fact: it too makes
concrete demands on us as individuals: that weolirdives in a certain way, that our
world be structured not to trample on that wortl dignity. Our religious conviction
must flow through our politics, our social inteliacts, and our economic decisions

Our spiritual life is the ever-deepening root thears fruit in our ever-expanding work
for justice. The two depend on each other: spilitgpavithout work for justice is
hypocrisy; and without a spiritual root, our work justice may burn brightly but all too
briefly.

We've traveled far from that sunshine-filled dinirgpm in South Africa, and the calm,
rational argument for assassination. But the crayuiorror ofreasonable atrocities is
never left far behind. Perhaps you've heard detssttently on the merits of torture (the
merits of torture?). Perhaps you've heard those goodoresble, common-sense
arguments. We must keep ever vigilant against geagble, with good, rational reasons
trying to convince us of terrible things.

It takes work, and that means:

Develop your critical thinking skills: over dinnand after the Sunday service, in class
and in conversation. Don’t tune out if you disagresderstandvhy you disagree, and
why the other people believe what they say. Culéatrust in your own voice: talk with
others, debate, dialogue, listen and then listamag

Our task is neither intellectual exercise, nor naavism. It requires that we root
ourselves firmly in our deepest moral and spirit@lvictions.

Therefore, above all, attend diligently to youmtanship with the Divine—the root
which will give you strength for the journey anducage to speak. Pray, meditate, and
sing. Walk in the sun, and rest.

In this way, may we journey together from unknowinip awareness, from silence into
speech, from acceptance into action, sending daep doots to the Divine and aligning
our lives with our deepest values.



