Sermon by Paul Cooke (7-4-2010)
Gracious God, we thank you for all of the many gifts you give to us each and every day. We thank you for this great country of ours. We know that although we are far from perfect, we have been incredibly blessed to live in this country. We ask you to help us to have the courage to continue to work tirelessly for the rights of all people of this country, regardless of gender, race, or sexual identity. Help us to be a caring and humble country, aware that they power we possess does not make us any more favored in your eyes. Help us to use our power in ways that benefit everyone, both within and outside our borders, so that we may continue to be a beacon for those people who believe that everyone is created equal, and that you endow everyone with certain inalienable rights, which among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. We ask all this in Jesus' name. Amen. 

“All people are created equal”; “Inalienable rights”; “Life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness”. I don't know about you, but to me I don't know where all the lawsuits and indecision comes from. There it is, in black in white. It means no one person is superior to another. No one person should be denied the rights that another person has. Everyone should be afforded the same opportunity to pursue happiness. So how can anyone after reading this great document argue against rights for LGBT people? It seems so simple, and yet apparently it is not. 

The importance of all people in God's eyes is something that can be understood through today readings as well. We also see the power of the individual. In them, we come to know of the power that, for lack of a better term, the “ordinary person” has. And in some ways, the lack of power that those who think they have power don't have. And how God views “ordinary” acts as a way of salvation. Let me start by saying that I am only using the term “ordinary people” to give us some reference. I am in no way implying that anyone is “ordinary”… in fact I believe that each and every person is “extraordinary” in their own unique way. It is something that makes us so special to God.
Let's take a look at our first reading. In it, Naaman, a great general in Aram (which would be present day Syria), is kind of a man living two lives. On the one hand, he is this great general, favored by his king, loved by his soldiers. And yet, he has leprosy. Now it doesn't say for certain, but I kind of tend to think that he may have kept his affliction hidden, at least from most people. Why? Well, think about it. There is a certain image that a warrior, especially in ancient times, had to project. And a general probably had to be the epitome of ruggedness, tall of stature and demeanor. The people under the general needed to see the general as able to conquer any and all enemies, whether across the battlefield or in their own person. Anyone who showed any weakness in public probably didn't last long as a great warrior. So while in public he may have displayed all the strength and bravado befitting to a general, at home, alone, he was plagued by this very horrible and visible disease… living basically two separate lives. How many of us can say that, at one time or another, we may have been leading those two separate lives? On the one hand, in public, leading one live, and in the solitude of our homes leading a different one. We may display all the confidence and determination in our public lives, and fall victim to all of our insecurities and addictions when we retreat into ourselves. 

However, Naaman's leprosy was known to at least some people: the people of his household and to the king. One person who knows is the servant of Naaman's wife. It's interesting because this is the first character in the reading that is not even given a name. We know she was a servant girl, so we can assume that she was captured in some previous battle, probably with Israel, and forced to serve in Naaman's house. In ancient times, there was probably no one whose status in society could probably be lower than a captured servant girl from one of your enemies. So she is the first “nobody” in our story. And let's look back at her. Here she is.... a foreigner, captured, and forced to work as a servant to her captor. She probably would have wished that more than just Naaman came down with leprosy. She probably should have wished that all of Aram caught the disease. But she doesn't. Instead, she takes pity on Naaman and tells his wife that there is a great prophet in Samaria that can cure his leprosy. This is extraordinary not just because it goes against what one would expect from the servant girl, but also that she had the courage to speak up. In the ancient world, it would have been extremely unusual for a person of her standing to speak to anyone of the senior people in the household, let alone suggest that one of them take a certain course of action. It is an “extraordinary act” taken by someone who would in their time be considered very “ordinary”. And yet, her suggestion strikes a chord with Naaman, probably since he was so desperate to be rid of the horrible affliction, and so this is the first case in our story where the power to change something comes from the ordinary person. Without her suggestion, Naaman would never have gone to Samaria. 

So Naaman brings the servant girl's suggestion to his king, who apparently knows of Naaman's affliction. The king then agrees to send Naaman and a letter to his sworn enemy, the king of Israel for the cure. Naaman takes the letter which basically says, “Here is my servant, Naaman; I have sent him to you that you may cure his leprosy”. Well, politics being what it was, and the king of Israel having no way to cure the leprosy, thought this was a pretense to war; that Naaman must have come with all of his soldiers to attack him when he couldn't cure Naaman. So what does he do? What all people in the bible do when they get upset, he tore his clothes. Why do so many people tear their clothes in the bible? It seems a waste of perfectly good clothing. 

Elisha, upon hearing this, sends a message to the king of Israel saying, “Let him come to me so that he may learn there is a prophet in Israel”. So off Naaman trots to Elisha, with his horses and chariots, etc. expecting the reception befit of a person of his standing. And what does he get instead? Elisha sends out a messenger. The second of our nameless “nobodies”. And the messenger tells him “Go and wash in the Jordan seven times and you'll be cured”.
Well, Naaman is flabbergasted. He expected pomp and circumstance; at the least that Elisha would come out, call upon God, wave his hands over him, etc. to be cured. But that is not what he gets. He gets a rather “ordinary” person giving him some “ordinary” instructions to be cured. And he is told to go to a rather “ordinary” river. The Jordan River during this time was a rather muddy, dark river. In Aram, there were pristine, crystal clear rivers, but Naaman was told to go to the Jordan. He complains, and then, third and final nameless, faceless person comes onto the scene to tell Naaman, “If the prophet had told you to do something difficult, you would have done it, why complain when all he requires of you is to 'wash and be clean'?”. This nameless “ordinary” person convinces Naaman to do as he is instructed, and he is cured of his leprosy. 

In our gospel today we hear of Jesus sending out 70 people, 70 ordinary people to spread His good news. He says, “The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few”. 

Think about that term “laborers”. We don't really understand the concept of a laborer too much. I work up in Windsor and I know that during the summertime, there are lots of laborers who help to pick the tobacco that grows up there. We hear the term “day laborer” sometimes. Oftentimes these are the people who are so needy that they are willing to take any job, no matter what it entails, even if it just pays a day's wages. During this country’s most depressed times, the managers of factories would sometime come to the gates of the factories and pick people to work that particular day. And there would be mobs of people all vying for the same position. These are the “ordinary” people doing the “ordinary” jobs. But Jesus gives the “ordinary” people extraordinary powers. The power to heal the sick. The power over demons. And almost the power to determine whether or not the people they encounter could be saved on the final day. If these “ordinary” people were accepted into the towns they traveled to and welcomed in a hospitable manner, all would be well. If, however, they were not accepted and instead made to feel unwelcome, well, it would not go well for them. Hospitality was key. And what is hospitality when you think of it? It really is how you treat others when you are met by them, even those you don't know, the “common, ordinary” people. Then Jesus says, “He who hears you, hears me, and he who rejects you me, and he who rejects me, rejects Him who sent me”. Powerful stuff. I put this verse right alongside “Whatever you do for the least of my people, you do for me.” Again, Jesus is lifting up the importance of the seemingly “ordinary” people. And I would argue that it is in the “seemingly ordinary people” that we see Jesus the most. I would argue that what our readings today are telling us the most is: 

1. God works through “ordinary people”. I think we often get sidetracked into thinking that we can only hear God through great, religious people. Some people think they only hear God through the Pope, or through the ministers of these megachurches. People spend thousands of dollars buying books to try and discern what God is saying. They donate thousands of dollars to people like Rick Warren or whoever it may be because they believe that is the way to “hear” God. I would argue, go to any inner city, speak to the homeless, the downtrodden, the people who have been marginalized by society, you'll hear God there. Speak to people who have been marginalized by society, you'll hear God there. Speak to those LGBT individuals who just want to be able to love who they love, and you'll hear God there. And I’ve got news for you: God doesn’t just work and speak to us on Sunday. Our nation was founded more than two centuries ago by “ordinary people” who professed that power came not through a throne, but from the individual. And although a throne claimed to hold the power of an earthly kingdom, it took our ancestors, “common, ordinary” farmers and laborers to defeat what was considered to be the mightiest army in the world at that time. And although they did beat them militarily, I like to believe that they were able to do so because their opponents clung to the notion that one person was all powerful, and we fought knowing that the power came from individuals banning together for the common good. 

2. The second thing I think our readings are telling us is that God works through “ordinary events”. Just as all Naaman had to do was wash himself in the Jordan 7 times, we to can be made clean by the most ordinary of events. It doesn't take a huge ceremony in a stained glass cathedral with everyone in pristinely ironed robes for God to work through us. God works can be seen in the individual who refuses to give up her seat on the bus because she knows it's right, or in the march supporting equal rights. But it can also be found in the smile you may offer that person who has had a difficult day. The act of listening to someone who may feel as though no one ever hears them. The act of being present for someone who may feel as though they were all alone. It is in those “ordinary acts” that I think God works the most and speaks the loudest. 

That's not to say that God does not act in extraordinary ways in our lives. Indeed I do believe that God does. But I think most often, God will act in through the ordinary ... through ordinary people in ordinary events. And while the people and events in our lives may seem ordinary, their results are absolutely extraordinary! In Jesus' name.
