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Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. declared that, “Most people are thermometers that record and register the temperature of majority opinion” when what we are called to be as people of faith and people of conscience is to be “thermostats that transform and regulate the temperature of society.” He was fond of reminding his congregation of the words of Longfellow: in this world we must be either “an anvil or a hammer.” We are either active molders of society, or we will be passively molded by society. 

These words speak to us as individuals but also address us as a congregation. Some people say they go to church to worship God when what’s really being worshipped is the status quo. People like order, continuity, and stability. The church can easily become an institution that preserves, protects, defends, reveres and blesses society as it is, consecrating majority opinion and the present arrangements in society. 

In Dr. King’s time that status quo was racism, segregation, and bigotry written into the law. The ideology of white superiority was normative. Dr King and the efforts of countless others, including members of this church, helped to change the temperature of society, helped to usher in a new normal. 
This morning, I want us to look both backward and forward. I want to take some time to reflect on one of the ways our congregation helped mold our society, shape our community and transform our world through the Fellowship House Camps that ran from 1950-1972, but I also want us to reflect on the question: what are we doing to shape our society today? How are we working together as active co-creators for social change?

The Fellowship House Camps were created by the Fellowship House, which began as a multi-racial group of men who met at the local bus station. (Because it was under federal rather than local law, integrated groups could meet there.) The men’s group soon grew to include wives and children. 
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The Fellowship House Camps began in 1950 as a camp where children and youth of all races and all creeds could go. This was an interfaith project that included the Jewish Community, Episcopalians, Presbyterians, and other faiths, but with a sizable Unitarian contingent. Remember in 1950 segregation was the law of the land. The Brown vs. the Board of Education Supreme Court decision which would lead to school desegregation was not made until 1954. Knoxville’s schools would not begin their slow process of integrating schools until the 1960s, and that process would take until 1968. 

In 1961 Dr. King gave his “I Have a Dream Speech.” I mention this because children who grew up in this church and in other faith communities in our town who attended this camp were living the dream before Dr. King ever spoke about it. This week I have been going through the pictures, seeing children and youth at multi-racial picnics, swimming pool parties, archery contests, camping trips and craft activities. 
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The Fellowship Camps were an opportunity for children of different races and faiths to go to camp together, but they were also a way of preparing young people for integrated schools in the future. In Knoxville in 1950, different races meant for the most part, black and white, although some international students did come to speak to the kids about diversity from a global perspective. In 1950 not only were the schools segregated, but so were the restaurants, the parks, the water fountains and more. Ruth Martin, who was director of the camp for a season, said, “The camp was started because there was no where else in town that our children could get together.” 

This week I have been going through old files of the Fellowship House Camps and held in my hand a registration form for a 10-year-old Katy Benson that said, “She likes horses, nature, and reading.” This week I talked to Kate who is retired, and she tells me that she still like horses, nature, and reading. She and others have shared with me some of their memories of the camp. 

Woody Allen once said, “I went to an interfaith camp where I was beat up by children of all faiths.” By all measures, the Fellowship House Camps were a much more positive experience than that. One participant felt they were “conflict free.” Another said lasting friendships were made and even romances. Another said he remembered some self-segregation, young people choosing to be with their own kind. But not one person I interviewed had the kind of experience Woody Allen described. 

Harry Wiersema, Jr. was a counselor at the camp. He said, “The camps had virtually nothing to do with race. It was about kids.” There was not a lot of intense discussion of race relations issues. It was about meeting new people and making friends. However, Harry added, “Whatever prejudice I had disappeared so that when the civil rights movement happened, I was ready.” Harry and others like Pete Benson and Michael Kennedy who were counselors at the camp would be a part of the later sit-in movement. 
The Fellowship Camps were a place for people with different strategies for working of race relations. Two African American families from our church were involved, Jack and Edna LeFlore, who were active in the later sit-in movement, and Joe and Charlyne Michael, who preferred a quieter, more diplomatic strategy. 
The day camps were two weeks long and held in the summer. The location would change from year to year. The camps were held on property off Magnolia Avenue in South Knoxville, the Saint Luke’s Episcopal Church, Carl Cowan Park (which was the “colored” park at the time), farmland on the Tennessee River and Knoxville College. There were around a dozen kids at the first camp, but by 1959 there were 120 kids in the camp. 
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Looking through the materials for the camp this week, I couldn’t help but feel that this generation of leaders was far more organized than I am today. And there were lots of ways to help. Bee DeSelm was among those who offered material assistance by finding the necessary supplies and transport. 
The camp had different themes. One year the theme centered on Cherokee Indians. (I feel the influence of Chris Benson here.) The kids made headbands, drums, shields, moccasins, and engaged in basket weaving (Chris’ specialty.) They made their own costumes dyed with roots and berries. The highlight of camp every year was the camping trip in the Smokies, but this year a storyteller from Cherokee came to share Cherokee stories and lore. 
Another year the theme was Outer Space. The announcement read, “We live in a space age. This year’s summer camp theme is Kiddies in Space.” The head of the camp that year was called “Commander” Lewis Simpson, and Ruth Martin was listed as one of the co-pilots. (I told this to Karen Krogh, and she told me she wanted a bumper sticker that said Ruth Martin Is My Co-Pilot.) The location was called Planet Knoxville College. That year the highlight of the camp was also the trip to the Smokies. But this year the emphasis was on stargazing. 

One of the hikes that our church hiking group often takes in the spring is the Porter’s Creek trail. We go there because of the spectacular wildflowers. What I did not know until this week is that this area was the regular location of Fellowship House Camp trip. It is a beautiful trail that runs parallel to rushing stream. Along the trail there is an old barn and a cabin. The cabin once was the domain of the Smoky Mountain Hiking Club (I feel the influence of Nancy Hook here as she was a long-time member of the club), and the kids would sleep on the top floor of the cantilevered barn. It was a wonderful location because of the nearby stream for swimming and wading, although one year, there was a close call when a young girl in an inner tube was washed down stream. There was a panic, including adults getting in the car to go down stream to find her, but she was rescued by one of the teens, a young boy who ran barefoot across the rocks to save her. 
These trips to the Smokies were not always free from hassle in other ways. Ruth told me about taking a carload of kids and stopping to get gas in Gatlinburg. While the gas was being pumped, the kids went into the restroom. The owner of the station buttonholed Ruth to tell her that “colored” kids should not use his bathrooms. Ruth listened attentively to the owner until such a time as the kids were done, and then they piled in the car and continued their journey into the mountains.
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They say a picture is worth a thousand words, so I have arranged for pictures from the Fellowship House Camps to be placed on this altar and in your order of service so that you better get a feel for what happened in that time. But I also want to talk about what is happening in our time, in 2012. 

Looking through the records of the Fellowship House Camp. I made an interesting discovery: one year a counselor in the program was Nikki Giovanni, who is now a famous poet and activist for equality. She was born in Knoxville, grew up in Cincinnati, but used to spend her summers here in Knoxville with her grandma. 

Perhaps she got some of her activist spirit from her time with the Fellowship House Camps. Nikki Giovanni is an African American woman who is an activist for the equality for all people. In the aftermath of the racist murder of James Byrd and the homophobic murder of Matthew Shepherd, she declared, "What's the difference between dragging a black man behind a truck in Jasper, Texas, and beating a white boy to death in Wyoming because he's gay?" 

This past Wednesday I was invited to give a prayer at the Martin Luther King Jr. Interfaith Service to launch King Week. It was truly an interfaith service with the rabbi of Temple Beth el, the priest from Holy Ghost, the imam from the Annoor Mosque, and the Reverend Harold Middlebrook, a Baptist minister and a personal friend of Dr. King’s who blew it out with a powerhouse sermon as he always does. 

I once told someone after a Lady Vols game that I wanted to have some of those machines that make explosions when I walk into the room like the Lady Vols have. After the MLK service, Larkie Gildersleeve approached me and gave me a good natured ribbing by saying, “If you could preach like Reverend Middlebrook, we could get you those explosions.” I replied, “If I could preach like Harold Middlebrook, I wouldn’t need those explosions.” 

Anyhow at the MLK service, I reminded the congregation that to worship God is not to worship the status quo. Worship at its best is about being open to growth, change and transformation. We don’t need to become so adjusted to the way things are that we miss out on the possibilities of what could be. We need to heed Dr. King’s advice to become “creatively maladjusted.” Maladjusted to racism! Maladjusted to bigotry! Maladjusted to prejudice! Maladjusted to the bullying and belittling of our children whether they are tall or short, skinny or large, red, yellow, black, white, gay or straight, Jew, Gentile, Protestant, Catholic, Muslim or any other faith or belief! We need to be creatively maladjusted. 
We need to embrace a radical truth professed by our Founding Fathers, expanded by our Reforming Mothers and sacrificed for by our brothers and sisters in the civil rights movement: that we are all created equal. We need to at all times and places seek to live up to the full meaning of our creed.

This week The Advocate, a national magazine, chose Knoxville, Tennessee as the 8th gay-friendly city in the United States of America and cited this congregation’s Spectrum Coffee House as part of the reason for that choice. We all need to express our thanks to David Massey for his leadership of this effort. Once we got over our initial surprise at the announcement, we became proud. Once again we are creating space where young people can get together without fear of prejudice, contempt or bullying, knowing that the kind of community we have here can grow until our community is more inclusive and then the nation and then the world. 
After Brown vs. the Board of Education, the leaders of the Fellowship House sent a letter to the Knox County School Board that read, “We know that integration can work in Knoxville for the simple reason that it has worked here since 1950. Although our resources are not great, we offer them freely to you…as we move forward toward the fulfillment of the American ideals of justice and equality.” At the head of signatures was the President of Fellowship House Board, Ruth Graf, whose daughters, Tina and Melissa, were regulars at the camp. 

As members of friends of the Tennessee Valley Unitarian Universalist Church, let us remember that what works here today can work everywhere tomorrow. Let us seek to be thermostats not thermometers, seek to be molders of the world we live in, co-creators for justice, co-creators of freedom, co-creators for equality. Remember that a small group of people can make a difference. As Warren Oliver once said to me, “Remember a thermostat is a small thing that controls a big engine.”
And so I invite you to say with me words that we say every year on this Sunday, words that reminds us that it is not enough to honor the prophets by looking backwards; we must be inspired and empowered by them to do what must be done. We need to make their words our words, their vision our vision. So let’s says these words in memory of Dr. King and see if we can raise the temperature in the room. 

Let freedom ring 

from the prodigious hilltops of New Hampshire. 

Let freedom ring 

from the mighty mountains of New York. 

Let freedom ring 

from the heightening Alleghenies of Pennsylvania!

Let freedom ring 

from the snowcapped Rockies of Colorado!

Let freedom ring 

from the curvaceous peaks of California!

Let freedom ring 

from Stone Mountain of Georgia!

Let freedom ring 

from Lookout Mountain of Tennessee!

Let freedom ring 

from every hill and every molehill of Mississippi. 

Let freedom ring
From every mountainside, 

Let freedom ring 
For when we let freedom ring, when we let it ring from every village and every hamlet, from every state and every city, we will be able to speed up that day when all of God's children, red, yellow, black, white, gay and straight, people of colors, people of all convictions will be able to join hands and sing in the words of the old African American spiritual (say it with me if you know what’s coming) "Free at last! free at last! thank God Almighty, we are free at last!" 
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We invite you to continue your religious/spiritual journey within our congregation which affirms many paths and covenants to a free search for truth and meaning. The mission of Tennessee Valley Unitarian Universalist Church is to create a welcoming community that nurtures spiritual growth and challenges us to transform the world through acts of love and justice.
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