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   The Rev. Drew Kennedy


Instead of a Reading today, let me begin with an introductory statement about religion and politics in church.    


As we wade into the concerns being presented in Madison — and beyond — let me remind you at the outset, here, that discussing politics in church, in my judgment, is a perfectly appropriate thing to do.  


“But how can that be?” you may wonder.  


You may even be thinking, “But, hey, isn’t illegal to mix politics and the church?”  


And again, I would say that discussing politics in church is perfectly appropriate — and legal — especially when discussing the moral underpinnings or the moral implications of various political actions or proposals.  What is not appropriate in church — as long as we want to keep our non-profit status anyway — is to endorse a particular candidate or a political party.  That’s partisan politics, and that’s not appropriate.  


Now, some will say, “Okay, fine, but even if it is legal to discuss politics in church, it still isn’t a good idea, is it?  As the old saying goes, ‘Religion and politics don’t mix.’  For one thing, discussing politics in church, this line of thinking goes, can be divisive.  It is better, therefore, to just be neutral on all political matters.”  


And that, I would suggest, is a perfectly valid opinion to hold.  


It is not, however, the opinion that I happen to share.  And I mean that seriously.  Let me explain.  


As I have noted in the past, usually what this ‘Religion and politics don’t mix’ saying actually means, I believe, is that “Your religion doesn’t mix with my politics.  Or my politics doesn’t mix with your religion.”
But let me remind you that one of the most shameful moments during the rise of Hitler and the extermination of the Jews, in the 1930’s and 40’s, was the pervasive silence of the European churches.  More positively, I would point to The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and the critically important role of the churches in the civil rights era.  


So, indeed, I firmly believe that as religious people we are called to bring our spirituality and our moral judgment into the public arena and to pronounce forthrightly whatever we find.  As South African Bishop Desmond Tutu once said, “When the elephant has its foot on the tail of the mouse, and you say that you are neutral, the mouse will not appreciate your neutrality!”
  And in the end, in my judgment, neither should we — as potentially divisive as it is.  


So, at the same time, let me also hasten to remind you that in this church we neither expect nor desire conformity or uniformity of opinion.  (In fact, as the old saw has it:  Wherever there are two or three Unitarian Universalists gathered, there will be eight or ten different opinions — and coffee will be served.)   

So, religion and politics, I’m suggesting, can and do mix.  The trick, in a spiritual community like ours, is, first of all, for us to sincerely respect the integrity of each other’s opinions, even if we vigorously disagree with them.  We need to respect one another.  

And, secondly, there is this (and this is even trickier):  when one view is (or appears to be) in the majority — like the obvious majority of Democrats, as we have seen in the past in this congregation, or (in this case) what may be a majority of pro-union kinds of folks — then — now — we need to be especially careful to hold open the spaces where those in the minority may truly be safe to say what it is that is in their hearts and minds without fear of ridicule or disrespect. 


So, indeed, let us, in this congregation, be firmly united not in the uniformity of our political opinions, but in the larger mutuality of our shared concerns for the good of the nation and for the good of the world.
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Tunisia, Egypt, Yemen, Bahrain, Lybia. . . . Madison, Indianapolis, Columbus, Lansing. . . .


Aren’t these truly astonishing — and perhaps bewildering and tumultuous — times in which we live?  


One of the preeminent ironies of our tumultuous times — one that connects, I believe,  Tunisia to Indianapolis and Egypt to Madison, and an irony that deeply disturbs me —is that for all of our past American rhetoric about exporting or at least modeling freedom and democracy to the world, and particularly to the Middle East, here at home, rather than a democracy, increasingly, I fear, before our very eyes, we have been transforming our democracy into a plutocracy — that is, into a nation with a government of the wealthy, by the wealthy, and for the wealthy.  Because that’s what a plutocracy is.  Ploutos, from the Greek, means “wealth.”  And, thus, a plutocracy is defined as “a government or a state in which the wealthy rule.”  


So, if I am right, it is a grand and, to me, a disheartening irony that, on the one hand, we as Americans can legitimately inspire democratic revolutions round the world while, on the other hand, our own democracy, I’m concerned, is being eviscerated from within before our very eyes — and I fear that a lot of people are not even aware of it.  


This transformation of our democracy into a plutocracy, if I am right, has been going on, now, for the last several decades with all of the various tax code changes, the deregulation of industry, the privatization of government services, and, most importantly, with the massive redistribution of wealth upwards to the elite, economic upper classes.  


As professor G. William Domhoff of the University of California at Santa Cruz argues in his book Who Rules America?, the owners, the CEOs, and the top executives of the largest corporations, banks, investment firms, foundations, and agri-businesses, coming together as a corporate community, wield enormous economic and political power.  Through their collective lobbying, campaign finance vehicles, appointments to key government positions, and through their effective network of foundations, think-tanks, and policy discussion groups, the corporate elite of this country increasingly tend to dominate both industry and government.  
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Now, clearly, there are lots of different perspectives on what is going on in Madison and in various other capitals around the nation.  And no one view is likely to have, as we say, “the whole truth and nothing but the truth.”  So, I want to clearly acknowledge the appropriateness of our having different opinions and perspectives within this congregation.  

But, what is going on in Madison, in my view, is this.  The middle income and the poor of this country have been getting hammered, now, it seems to me, for decades while we have been practically “bull-dozing money upwards to the rich,” as Bob Herbert of The New York Times once put it.  And now what do we have?!   Well, we have a rolling recession that is now hitting the states all across America, including Wisconsin.  And the states have to balance their budgets (unlike the feds), so it is hitting them especially hard.  


But here’s the thing.  As the Nobel Prize-winning economist Paul Krugman suggests, the economic recession was caused, in large part, by the emergence, in an unsupervised, deregulated market, of more and more exotic financial instruments — instruments like credit-default swaps, collateralized debt obligations, and even credit-default swaps on collateralized debt obligations — whatever that means exactly.  But as Krugman suggests, in the deregulated environment, these increasingly esoteric financial products and instruments ultimately allowed heedless financial institutions to put the whole financial system at risk.  


But since many of the responsible institutions were “too big to fail,” the federal government had to step in and bail them out.  So, in effect, the public bailed out the banks and some of the other financial institutions.  


Meanwhile the bankers — some of them, at least, those at Wall Street’s Goldman Sachs, for example — wound up having a party.  In 2009, for example, Goldman Sachs shelled out over $16 billion dollars in compensation.  That’s a lot of money.  Nearly one thousand Goldman execs took home at least $1 million dollars  in bonuses!  Can you imagine that — on top of your base salary and benefits — getting a 1 million dollar bonus?!   Along with 999 others in your firm.  

Ditto, by the way, down the street at Morgan Stanley.  


Meanwhile, the top 25 hedge fund managers in 2009 earned a record-breaking $1 billion dollars each!  


Now, let me break that down for you.  Now, these hedge fund managers, they work hard — I don’t have any doubt about that.  So let’s say they that in 2009 they didn’t take a single day of vacation; let’s say they worked 365 days that year.  Earning a billion dollars in 2009 means that, on average, they made $2,740,000  . . . a day!  Now, as I said, they work hard, so let’s say they worked 12 hours a day, every day, all 365 days in 2009.  That works out to be $228,300 . . . an hour!   
So, if you make, say, $50,000 a year, one of these top 25 hedge fund managers in 2009 made what you make in a year in about 13 minutes!  Or if you make $100,000 a year, then double it to 26 minutes.  

Is that unbelievable or what?! 


I would also call it obscene.  In light of everything else going on in this country right now — essentially stagnant wages for decades, cuts in health insurance programs, higher co-pays, higher deductibles, lower (if any) pension provisions, people working two or three jobs (if they have a job at all), a record number of bankruptcies, “underwater” mortgages, devastated lives, on and on the litany of hardship and pain goes.  Not that it’s terrible everywhere, but it is widespread.  
This juxtaposition of this extreme wealth at the top and the widespread fear, hardship, and poverty is, I would suggest, morally indefensible!  Not that that is all there is, but the ever-growing gap between the rich and the poor is, in my judgment, morally indefensible.  Our moral center in this country begs to be restored.  
III


America’s 400 highest earners in 2007 averaged $345 million dollars each per year.  In 1961, corrected for inflation (so that this will be in 2007 dollars), the top 400 highest earners made just over $14 million each.  (Not $345 million dollars, but $14 million dollars — already corrected for inflation.)  So, the rich are making about 25 times what they used to be making in 1961.
    


Meanwhile, for perspective, the typical American worker would have had to work over 11,000 years to earn the average of what the top 400 income earners took home in just one year in 2007.


From 1990 to 2005 (that’s 15 years), CEOs’ pay increased almost 300% (adjusted for inflation), while production workers during that same time gained a scant 4.3%.  At the same time, the purchasing power of the federal minimum wage actually declined by 9.3%, when inflation is taken into account. 


But here’s another critically important angle — taxes.  Because it is not just that we are bull-dozing money to the rich.  We are also allowing them to keep a lot more of the money, too.  


In 2007, the top 400 income earners paid only 16.6 percent of their total incomes in federal income tax, which was down from 17.2 percent in 2006 — and down even more from the 29.9 percent effective tax rate on the top earners in 1995.  In other words, in just 12 years, the tax rate on America’s super rich dropped by almost half — from about 30 percent to 16.6 percent!  


Maybe you didn’t notice that. . . . Neither did I.



Now, let’s go back to 1955 and you’ll find that the nation’s top earners paid a hefty 51.2 percent of their incomes in federal tax — over triple the tax rate on top incomes in 2007.



Again, for perspective, if 2007’s top 400 taxpayers had paid their federal taxes at the same rate as 1955’s most financially favored, the federal treasury would have collected an additional $47.7 billion dollars.
  And that’s just from 400 taxpayers!  Imagine what the top 4,000 or the top 4 million taxpayers might be able to pay!  
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But here’s the larger point.  When the recession finally hits the state governments around the country, as it is now, who is asked to pay the piper?  Not the banks!  Not the fat cats on Wall Street who in large part — not entirely, but in large part — actually caused the recession in the first place!  And not the people making $250,000 or $1 million dollars a year — let alone a billion dollars a year!  No!  No!  Once again, it seems that it is time to hammer the middle class and the poor!  

This seems grossly unfair to me.  
We are told that compared to the private sector workers, the public sector workers are overpaid.  So just as the private sector has been hurt so much in recent years —  with layoffs, with cuts in health insurance benefits, with cuts in pension benefits, with wage freezes, doubling up on jobs, and so forth — now, so the reasoning of Governor Scott Walker and others goes, it is time to do the same to the public sector workers.  As Governor Walker insists, “I’m just trying to balance the budget.”    

And maybe he is — although I don’t think that is all he is trying to do.  

Governor Walker has done an outstanding job of staying on message.  Over and over, he has repeated that he is just trying to balance the budget, and that either his budget repair bill needs to be passed intact or he will be “forced” to lay off thousands of workers.  

I’m sorry, but that is not entirely true.  Governor Walker clearly has other choices if he was disposed to avail himself of them.   


Let us look no further than to our good neighbors in Minnesota.  


Last week, Minnesota Governor Mark Dayton proposed a 10.95 percent tax rate on his state’s top-income bracket, which I believe is for those earning $200,000 or more a year.  Additionally, he has proposed a temporary surcharge on income over $500,000 and a new state property tax on homes valued over $1 million.


Governor Dayton’s tax hikes on Minnesota’s wealthiest 5 percent will raise enough revenue to cut in half Minnesota’s $6.2 billion budget shortfall over the next two years — which is about double Wisconsin’s anticipated budget shortfall for the next 2 years.   


In his campaign last fall, Minnesota’s (now) Governor Dayton clearly signaled his intentions to voters as he ran on an aggressive tax-the-rich platform.  So, I would suggest that doing something like this is not totally unthinkable.  It could at least be part of the mix.  


Here in Wisconsin, the state’s top rate on income over $200,000 is currently taxed at 7.75 percent, a rate that is down substantially from the 11.4 percent in effect throughout the 1970s.  A hike in that 7.75 percent top rate to 10.95 percent (the same as Minnesota’s proposed rate) — on income over $200,000 — would raise, here in Wisconsin, about $600 million a year!
 


By contrast, the public employee wage and benefit cuts Governor Walker is pushing will save only $30 million this year and $300 million in the next two years combined.  So, if you were to raise taxes on the economic elite of Wisconsin, as Minnesota’s Mark Dayton is proposing to do, you could raise $600 million dollars, which is double the amount that Governor Walker is proposing to raise with his public employee wage and benefit cuts.  
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Now, I have no illusions about the political feasibility of any such tax increases being imposed on the rich here in Wisconsin, especially given the current degree of the control of the economic and political elite of this state, who, in my view, unfortunately, are being powerfully assisted by billionaires and millionaires like David and Charles Koch, Rupert Murdoch, and their well financed foundations like Americans for Prosperity.   


But this struggle is not just about balancing the budget.  I’m concerned that the budget-balancing is largely an opportunistic pretext for trying to compromise, if not cripple, public workers and their unions.  As I have tried to suggest, in the larger context, I’m concerned that what is going on right now is simply the next step in a long and relentless campaign that has been transforming our democracy into a plutocracy for decades.  Wittingly or not, my concern is that powerful monied interests are seeking, at this point, to use the state budget crises across the country as a way to compromise the American labor movement. 
But that’s not all.  

If Walker’s “repair” budget bill goes through, not only will public employees lose their collective bargaining rights and have to make additional wage and benefit concessions, some of which, admittedly, probably should be made, but — incredibly! — if this bill goes through, look also for the sale of state assets without any competitive bids, and look for the governor to legislatively assume authority over the eligibility criteria for programs like BadgerCare and SeniorCare — provisions likely to hammer the poor and the weakest among us once again.  
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Friends, this is an important moment — one of many, no doubt, but — I believe this is an important moment for our democracy.
In my view, we cannot — we should not — let our democracy continue to be transformed into a morally bankrupt plutocracy of gated communities, of the super rich sailing the world in their 200 foot yachts or renting a place in the Hamptons for $400,000 just for a single summer, while the middle class and poor work two and three jobs, suffer through bankruptcies, double up with their families and friends, and so forth.  


Things are way out of whack here, it seems to me!  We need to restore the moral center of the universe in this country.  We need to save the American Dream!  

And while I respect those – including some of you – who may disagree with me, I say let Wisconsin for the nation be the Tunisia for worker’s rights.  
And let me add that I, personally, at least, am exceedingly proud of Wisconsin State Senator Chris Larson, who is a member of this congregation!   

VII
Finally, let us be reminded of what Martin Luther King used to say.  He said, “We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny.  What affects one directly, affects all indirectly.”  


So, let us have compassion for all and let us not demonize those with whom we disagree, including our governor or any of our state senators.  And I hope I haven’t been too unfair today.  But, indeed, let us be careful to hold open the space within our congregation and within our larger body politic for civil discussion.  Indeed, let us model the passionate, yet civil, discourse we need for our pluralistic society to flourish.  
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