Unlikely Prophets

A Sermon Delivered on March 16, 2008

by

The Reverend Axel H. Gehrmann

“In biblical days prophets were astir while the world was asleep; today the world is astir while church and synagogue 

are busy with trivialities.”

-- Abraham Joshua Heschel

Unitarian Universalist Church

309 West Green Street

Urbana, Illinois  61801-3221

(217) 384-8862 

www.uuc-urbana.org

Reading:  by Frederick Buechner from Peculiar Treasures, this passage is Buechner’s version of the 6th Chapter of the Hebrew Book of Isaiah

Isaiah -  There were banks of candles flickering in the distance and clouds of incense thickening the air with holiness and stinging his eyes, and high above him, as if it had always been there but was only now seen for what it was (like a face in the leaves of a tree or a bear among the stars), there was the Mystery Itself whose gown was the incense and the candles a dusting of gold at the hem.  There were winged creatures shouting back and forth the way excited children shout to each other when dusk calls them home, and the whole vast, reeking place started to shake beneath his feet like a wagon going over cobbles, and he cried out, “O God, I am done for!  I am foul of mouth and the member of a foul-mouthed race.  With my own two eyes I have seen him.  I’m a goner and sunk.”  Then one of the winged things touched his mouth with fire and said, “There, it will be alright now,” and the Mystery itself said, “Who will it be?” and with charred lips he said, “Me,” and Mystery said “GO.”


Mystery said, “Go, give the deaf Hell till you’re blue in the face and go show the blind Heaven till you drop in your tracks because they’d sooner eat ground glass than swallow the bitter bill that puts roses in the cheeks and a gleam in the eye.  Go do it.”


Isaiah said, “Do it till when?”


Mystery said, “Till Hell freezes over.”


Mystery said, “Do it till the cows come home.”


And that is what a prophet does for a living and, starting from the year that King Uzziah died when he saw and heard all these things, Isaiah went and did it.”

Reading:  a poem by Michael Lind entitled "The Minor Prophets" (from Parallel Lives)

      

None of the minor prophets 

knew that he was minor, of course. Habakkuk, I imagine,

      thought that his visions earned him 

standing as Ezekiel's peer, if not indeed Elijah's.

      Then there was Obadiah, 

who could be forgiven if he thought he might be a Moses.

      How they would be remembered 

Providence concealed from them all, though they could see the future.

       Maybe it doesn't matter. 

If you're on a mission from God, sent to rebuke a city

      or to redeem a nation, 

where by canon-makers you're ranked may be inconsequential.

      Nor is the voice within you 

any less authentic for not having a distant echo.

      Seers of the world, be heartened.  

Even minor prophets can have genuine revelations. 
Reading:  from Holy the Firm by Annie Dillard

We are busy.  So, I see now, were they.  Who shall ascend into the hill of the Lord? or who shall stand in his holy place?  There is no one but us.  There is no one to send, nor a clean hand, nor a pure heart on the face of the earth, nor in the earth, but only us, a generation comforting ourselves with the notion that we have come at an awkward time, that our innocent fathers are all dead - as if innocence had ever been - and our children busy and troubled, and we ourselves unfit, not yet ready, having each of us chosen wrongly, made a false start, failed, yielded to impulse and the tangled comfort of pleasures, and grown exhausted, unable to seek the thread, weak and involved.  But there is no one but us.  There never has been.  There have been generations which have remembered, and generations which forgot; there never has been a generation of whole men and women who lived well for even one day.  Yet some have imagined well, with honesty and art, the detail of such a life, and have described it with such grace, that we mistake vision for history, dream for description, and fancy that life has devolved. (So.) You learn this studying any history at all.
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Today is Palm Sunday, the Christian holiday one week before Easter that commemorates the day Jesus entered Jerusalem.

According to the Gospels, by this point in the story Jesus had already spent several years wandering the highways and byways of Galilee preaching and teaching, feeding thousands, healing the sick, casting out demons, and even raising the dead.

As the Gospel of Mark tells it, Jesus and his disciples were just coming from Jericho, having stopped on the way to give sight to a blind man, and when they neared Jerusalem, they took a break.  At that point Jesus instructed two of his followers to go to the village across the way, where they would find a young donkey, a colt tied to a door.  They were supposed to untie the animal and bring it to Jesus.  Lest anyone accuse them of thievery, they were supposed to assure the owner that the animal would be returned soon.  Which is just what they did.

Jesus climbed on the small colt, and rode it into the city.  Along the road crowds of cheering people gathered.  As an expression of their enthusiasm and admiration for Jesus, they spread their garments on the road for him to walk on, along with the branches they lopped off nearby palm trees.  Thus “Palm Sunday.”

* * *

The Jews who welcomed Jesus that day, considered him a prophet.  A man of God who was called to speak truth to power, as John the Baptist before him, in the tradition of the great prophets Elijah and Isaiah, and many others reaching back all the way to Moses, and finally Abraham.

The biblical scholar Marcus Borg imagines Jesus embodied several distinct dimensions of religious leadership.  He was a mystic, a healer and a subversive wisdom teacher.  In Borg’s mind, wisdom teachers fall into two categories: those who teach conventional wisdom, and those who teach a subversive, alternative religion.  Conventional wisdom is grounded in tradition and a community’s cherished customs.  Alternative wisdom is grounded in an individual’s experience of Holy Mystery, in his or her own personal sense of the sacred.  It points to a path that leads beyond convention. 

In China, Lao Tzu, and in India, the Buddha each offered their own kind of original, subversive approach.  In Israel, the writings of Job and Ecclesiastes are examples of an alternative wisdom that challenged the conventional wisdom of their day.

But the Hebrew prophets introduced a distinct form of teaching that was remarkable not only for the intensity of their experience of being seized by God and being sent out with a divine mission, but also the fact that the message they were charged to convey was not so much about religious ritual or devotion, not about how to pray or how to think about God – their message was about justice.

Huston Smith writes: 

“The prophets of Israel and Judah are one of the most amazing groups of individuals in all history.  In the midst of the moral desert in which they found themselves, they spoke words the world has never been able to forget.  Amos, a simple shepherd but no straw blown north by accident; instead, a man with all his wits about him and every faculty alert, crying in the crass marketplace of Bethel, “Let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like a mighty stream.”  Isaiah, city-bred, stately, urbane, eloquent, but no less aflame with moral passion, crying out for one “who will bring forth justice in all the earth.”  Hosea, Micah, Jeremiah – what a company they make!  The prophets come from all classes.  Some are sophisticated, others as plain and natural as the hillsides from which they come.  Some hear God roaring like a lion; others hear the divine decree in the ghostly stillness that follows the storm.


Yet one thing is common to them all:  the conviction that every human being, simply by virtue of his or her humanity, is a child of God and therefore in possession of rights that even kings must respect.  The prophets enter the stage of history like a strange, elemental, explosive force.”  (The World’s Religions, p.292)
* * *

For Isaiah, God was sitting on a throne, high and lifted up.  Above God stood the seraphim angels, each with six wings, each calling out “Holy, holy, holy, the whole world is full of God’s glory.”  The seraphim took a burning coal from the altar, and with it touched Isaiah’s lips.  And God asked, “Who shall I send, who will go for us?”  And Isaiah said, “Here I am! Send me.”

For Elijah, when he was hiding high in a mountain cave, a strong wind came, tore at the mountain, and broke rocks to pieces, but God was not in the wind.  Then an earthquake shook the earth, throwing him to the ground, but God was not in the earthquake.  Then a firestorm lit up the sky, burning up everything within its reach, but God was not in the fire.  And after that there was silence.  And in the silence Elijah heard a still small voice.  And this still small voice, was the voice of God.  The still small voice told him what to do. 

* * *

The word “prophet” comes from the Greek, from prophetes.  Pro means “for,” and phetes means “to speak.”  A prophet is someone who speaks for someone else.  For Hebrews, that “someone else” is God.

Prophets are people who have heard God’s voice with piercing clarity, who have been told, in no uncertain terms, what God asks of us.  They speak on behalf of the holy, and tell us, whether we like it our not, God’s will.

The words and deeds of the Hebrew prophets are recorded in the Jewish scriptures in two sections:  the Former Prophets and the Latter Prophets.  The Former Prophets consist of the books of Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings;  the Latter Prophets are include the books of Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel and twelve Minor Prophets, among them Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi.

These, of course, are not all the prophets.  They are simply those considered most important.  Those who warrant a place in the Hebrew canon.  The scriptural canon of Orthodox, Catholic and Protestant Christians each offer their own slight variations.

Whether Former Prophets or Latter, whether minor prophets or major – each of their revelations were genuine, Michael Lind tells us.  Even if canon-makers ranked them as inconsequential, their voices were no less authentic.

According to the Koran, God sent messengers to every people on the face of the earth.  Islam teaches that there have been 124,000 such prophets.  124,000 is not meant to be a scientific count, but rather a symbolic number that suggest infinitude.  In lands uncharted, in historical periods unrecorded, among people unnamed, countless prophets lived.  Each of them in their own way seized by Mystery, each of them guided by a vision of the holy, each of their tongues loosened that they might express divine truth, each of them speaking a language all their own.

Each of them driven by the conviction that every human being, simply by virtue of his or her humanity, is a child of God and therefore in possession of rights that even kings must respect.

* * *

The Unitarian theologian James Luther Adams writes, as Unitarian Universalists we stand firmly within the Protestant tradition that affirms the priesthood of all believers.  We say, every believer is endowed with the authority once granted only priests.  Every believer has “direct access to the ultimate resources of the religious life and … every believer has the responsibility of achieving an explicit faith for free persons.”

But Adams goes further.  He reminds us that our faith grants each of us not only the power of priests, but the responsibility of prophets.  Ours is a prophetic church.  We affirm the prophethood of all believers.  Adams writes, 

“the prophetic liberal church is not a church in which the prophetic function is assigned merely to the few.  The prophetic liberal church is the church in which persons think and work together to interpret the signs of the times in the light of their faith…  The prophetic liberal church is the church in which all members share the common responsibility to attempt to foresee the consequences of human behavior (both individual and institutional), with the intention of making history in place of merely being pushed around by it.” (The Prophethood of All Believers p.102)

* * *

According to the Christian scriptures Jesus saw himself in the tradition of the great Hebrew prophets.  Like those before him, his experience of the Holy led him to articulate a radical critique of the social-political order of his day, an order scholars call the “ancient domination system.”  

The system the prophets challenged had three parts.  It had a politics of oppression, that was strictly hierarchical, patriarchal monarchy.  It had an economics of exploitation, in which two-thirds of the wealth generated by Israel’s agriculture ended up in the hands of the urban rich, with roughly half going to the richest two percent.  And it had a religion of legitimation, where religious institutions played the role of justifying the current social order, claiming that the status quo reflects the will of God.  The prophets challenged all three.

When Jesus planned his entry into Jerusalem, he carefully crafted it to conform to the prophetic sayings of old.  In the second to last prophetic book of the Old Testament, Zechariah, 9:9, it says, “Shout aloud, O daughter of Jerusalem! Lo, your king comes to you; triumphant and victorious is he, humble and riding on an ass, on a colt the foal of an ass.”  Subtly, or perhaps not so subtly, Jesus was trying to say, “Look, I am you king.”

So what appeared as an odd eccentric idea – borrowing a young donkey to take him the last few steps into Jerusalem – was actually part of a larger symbolic message he was trying to convey.

But the symbolism goes further.  Scholars tell us, Jesus was not the only one who was processing into Jerusalem that Sunday before Passover long ago.

Two thousand years ago Jerusalem was under Roman occupation.  During this period of oppression, the celebration of Passover, which commemorated Israel’s deliverance from oppression in Egypt, had not only profound religious meaning, but conveyed a powerful political message, as well.

Two massive, violent riots took place in Jerusalem in the generations just before and after the year Jesus visited the city.  Because of the lingering potential for unrest, at each Passover the Roman governor of the region would ride down to Jerusalem from the imperial capital Caeserea on the coast.  The year Jesus visited, Pilate was the governor who headed a procession of imperial cavalry and troops, coming to provide reinforcement for the Roman garrison in Jerusalem, a military deterrent against rebellious sentiment and any potential troublemakers.  

Pilate’s procession, a symbol of Roman imperial power, approached from the west.  Jesus and his procession entered the city from the east.  Where Pilate was riding upon a mighty war horse, Jesus rode upon a humble colt.  The message was clear:  here are two competing kingdoms:  the kingdom of Caesar and the kingdom of God.  One empire ruled with military might, the threat of violence, the promise of oppression.  The other ruled by love, the compelling force of non-violence, and the promise of freedom.

* * *

For the prophet, speaking for God means speaking for the powerless.  It means standing in solidarity with the poor, the outcast, the disenfranchised.  Speaking for God means speaking out for hungry, the homeless, the oppressed.  It means offering an alternative to conventional wisdom, an alternative to an economics of exploitation, an alternative to a politics of oppression.

The ancient prophets were remarkable people.  The stories that have been handed down over the generations cast them as superhuman heroes of divine justice.  The monumental dimensions of their lives and their struggles make our own lives and struggles pale in comparison.

Most of us have never heard God speak to us out of the silence that follows a storm.  Most of us have never had an angel touch our lips with a burning coal.  So we imagine the prophetic task today belongs to someone else.  Not us.

What a tragic misunderstanding this is.  Because we are today’s prophets.  There is no one but us.  There is no one to send, nor a clean hand, nor a pure heart on the face of the earth… but only us.  We may see ourselves as unfit, not yet ready, having each of us chosen wrongly, made a false start, failed and grown exhausted…  But there is no one but us.  There never has been.  There have been generations which have remembered, and generations which forgot; there never has been a generation of whole men and women who lived well for even one day.

Ours is a prophetic church, sustained by a prophethood shared by us all.  Our prophetic task is to think and work together, and recognize the signs of the times.  It is our responsibility to foresee the consequences of human behavior.  We are called to do our small part in making history, rather than merely being pushed around by it.

Each of us has been given the gift of prophesy.  Each of us, deep in our hearts, knows the difference between right and wrong.  Each of us has eyes with which to see, and a mouth with which to speak.

May we join together in the work of our prophetic church.

May we each do our part to build a world of greater justice.

A world we know can be.  

Amen.
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