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First Reading

Our first reading comes from those voices
In the Bible who exemplified the prophetic spirit.
As we hear the words, these ancient words,

Let us remember their context – 

That they arise out of 6th Century before the Christian era,

And the people of Israel are in exile, and these prophets are speaking

To people in the wilderness.

How do people keep their faith in the wilderness?

How do they believe; how do they behave?

These are the questions these prophets are trying to address,

A condition we might know something about as we wend our own

Way in the wilderness in these days.

Let’s listen:

These words, from Amos.  We might here them applied to political rallies,

To political conventions:

“I hate, I despise your festivals,

And I take no delight in your solemn assemblies.

Even though you offer me your burnt offerings and grain offerings,

I will not accept them;

And the offerings of your well-being of your fatted animals 

I will not look upon.

Take away from the noise of your songs;

I will not listen to the melody of your harps.

But let justice roll down like waters,

And righteousness like a mighty stream.

More words from Amos, perhaps applied to the financial crisis:

“Alas for those who lie on beds of ivory, and lounge on their couches,

And eat lambs from the flock, and calves from the stall, 

Who sing idle songs to the sound of the harp…

Who drink wine from bowls, and anoint themselves

With the finest oils, but are not grieved.

Therefore they shall now be the first to go into exile,

And the revelry of their loungers shall pass away.”

From Micah, more words about greed, about oppression:

“Alas for those who devise wickedness and evil deeds on their beds…

It is in their power.

They covet fields, and seize them; houses, and take them away;

They oppress householder and house;

They oppress people and their inheritance.

It’s not all doom and gloom; from Isaiah these words of hope:

“I have called you by name, you are mine.

When you pass through the waters, I will be with you,

And through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you;

When you walk through the fire, you shall not be burned,

And the flame shall not consume you…

You are precious in my sight…

Do not fear, for I am with you.”

More words of hope, from Amos:

“Seek good and not evil, that you may live…

Hate evil and love good, and establish justice at the gate.”

From Hosea:

“I will make for you a new covenant on that day with the wild animals,

The birds of the air,

The creeping things on the ground;

And I will abolish the bow, the sword, the war from the land;

And I will make you lie down in safety.”
And finally, from Micah, these words:

“They shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears 

Into pruning hooks;

Nation shall not lift up sword against nation,

Neither shall they learn war no more.”

 Reading

Thinking of our New Orleans group this week,
I was reminded of the poem that one of you slid

Under my door last spring after you returned from 

The trip with our youth.

It comes from the 13th Century Muslim poet, Rumi,

Whose collections have been rediscovered

And translated to wide acclaim in recent years.

This poem called “Silkworm” is one I dedicate to us all

Who hear in varying ways the call to respond to each other 

With love and care and mercy:

Here it is:

The Silk Worm

I stood before a silk worm one day.

And that night my heart said to me,

“I can do things like that, I can spin skies,

I can be woven into love that can bring warmth to people;

I can be soft against a crying face,

I can be wings that lift, 

And I can travel a thousand feet throughout the earth,

My sacks filled with the sacred.”

And I replied to my heart,

“Dear, can you really do all those things?”

And it just nodded ‘Yes’ in silence.

So we began and will never cease. 
“Prophetic Voices in Political Times: 
Third in a Series of Election Sermons”
This third and final sermon in a series on the presidential election

Began for me several weeks ago while I was driving somewhere while

Listening to a radio interview with the new head of the Episcopal Church

In America, Bishop Katharine Jefferts Schori,

Who is the first woman ever to hold that post in the Episcopal Church.

About the election and the predilection of some clergy this fall

To use the pulpit to endorse one particular candidate over another,

She said, “the role of clergy is to feed all members of the flock,
Not just those that might agree with me.

To use the pulpit to elevate one person over another is make them a sort of God.”

About the appropriateness of mixing politics with religion,

She said, “the job of the church is not to preach politics or defend a partisan plank;

The job of the church is to be build a society of shalom, to build a society of peace and mercy.

Our job is to lift up and preach those values that lead us there to that peace.”
Driving along, trying to write down her words,

Trying not to break the law that says 

one should not begin writing sermons while driving,

I remember thinking: “If we had a bishop, 

I would want Bishop Katharine Jefferts Schori to be mine.”

With the Bishop’s words in mind,

I hope you will note that you see

On my robe no campaign buttons;

I hope you notice that you haven’t heard nor will hear benedictions from me

encouraging Obama,
Or prayers from me in support of McCain.

I believe in the separation of church and state,

Meaning I don’t want the government wondering whether
They should sponsor my sermons or support our church
Because of something we’ve said or someone we’ve endorsed.

And I also believe I’m not contradicting myself when

I say that politics and religion should and do mix,
Meaning that if our job as a faith community is to build a society of shalom,

Then we also must say that issues like the economy, health care, the wars,
And the environment are religious issues at least as much as they are political ones.

And in thinking about the issues this morning,
I feel drawn to the prophets,

Drawn to the people long ago right through to today

Who have walked with our ancestors and with us through the wilderness

And held our feet to the fire,

Comforting the afflicted and afflicting the comfortable,

Helping us keep the faith and hold fast to the vision of shalom,

To the vision of peace.

This week I went in search of them;

I went to the Hebrew Bible and read Isaiah and Micah and Hosea and Amos;

And I went to the newspapers, the headlines, and the back pages,

And read stories there about real people saying real things 

To us and for us in these wilderness days.

And as I did so voices began to emerge; faces appeared; 
The election issues that are so easily tossed around and objectified

And distanced were suddenly transformed into human examples.
And then a thought occurred to me.

Do you how, during every election season, the candidates

Lift up the names of real people they have met on the campaign trail

And use them, we might say them ‘prop’ them, to advance their platforms?

Well, this week the thought I had was to wonder

What it might be like to imagine some people of our own, 
let’s call them prophets in our midst,

And listen as they spoke about the issues and told their stories.
If you were here last Sunday and heard us read God’s imagined diary

For the sermon,

You will know now that I have developed a practice for these election sermons.

It is called stepping out of my own skin and getting out of my own way

So that I and we can gain a new perspective.

First up is this man:

My name is Joe and I am a plumber.

Maybe you’ve heard about another guy in the news with my name

And job title, though I’ve learned his first name is something different
And he doesn’t actually have a plumber’s license.

Maybe you’ve also heard about that other guy in the news with my name,

Joe Six-pack.
Us Joes sure are popular this year, aren’t we?  

So just to be clear: my name really is Joe and I really do have

A plumber’s license. 
A lot of people are asking me about taxes and which candidate has the better

Economic plan to help me survive this recession they say we’re in now.
The truth is plumbing is kind of recession-proof.

I mean, if you need you’re toilet plunged you can’t really wait

Until those guys on Wall Street get their act together, can you?  

No, what I go to bed thinking about isn’t so much my taxes and my income
As it is how we got into this mess and who is to blame. 
People talk about sub-prime mortgages and packaged derivatives

And tightening credit markets, 

as though these things created themselves.
What I want to know is who was filled with so much greed 
That they became blind to the risks of this happening.

What I want to know is if this greed lives partly in us,

Partly in the average Joe’s and Jane’s who have bought and borrowed too much.
We needn’t sugarcoat things.  We needn’t pretend.
The politicians and the preachers should tell it like it is.

How did we get here?

What do we need to change?
Why does it seem like trickle-down economics only seem to work

Best when it’s pouring bad news?
How come our system says during good times its fair to privatize the profits,

But in bad times what’s needed is to socialize the losses?
Tell me how all this is fair, how this is just?

Because my name is Joe and I care about fairness and I care about justice.

Isn’t that what America is supposed be all about?

Isn’t that the real America?

Next up is this woman:

My name is Jo-dy, Jody, and I’m a single mother living in Rhode Island

Where a front-page story in the Globe this week said my state is
Looking at a 12% unemployment rate, the highest in the nation.

I have a job, but it doesn’t pay enough.  I still have needs.

At the end of the month I often still need to shop at the food panty

So that my kids and I have enough to eat.

But I’m not complaining.  It is what it is.

What bothers me more are these politicians who tell me they are on

My side, who say they are sticking up for the working men and women

Of this country,

But who then share news about how they raised $150 million 
During the month of September for their campaign,

Or how they spent $150,000 on clothes at fancy

Stores like Nieman-Marcus and Saks Fifth Avenue so that they 

Can look good on t.v.

Can I just ask: isn’t there something wrong with this picture?

I mean, can’t we all agree that Barack could do with a few less

Commercials and Sarah could do with a few less blazers

So that some of all that money could actually be used to make

The kind of difference they’re speaking about in all their speeches?
I’m thinking now of that Bible passage from Isaiah
 the pastor preached about on Sunday.

How did it go?

Something about “taking me away from the noise of your songs,” it said.

About not listening to the melody of your harps.

“But let justice roll down like waters,

And righteousness like a mighty stream.”

My name is Jody and I think that’s all I’ve got to say.”

Next up, this man:

“My name is Fareed and I am a Muslim-American.
If Joe is the hero of this campaign,
Then I am surely being cast as the villain.

One party encourages the rumor Mr. Obama 

Is my brother in faith and that he is somehow
A sympathizer with terrorists.

The other campaign has visited churches and synagogues,

But no mosques,
And several months ago two women in headscarves were

Not allowed to stand behind Obama during a speech in Detroit

Because his aides didn’t want them in the T.V. shot.

To quote General Colin Powell directly,

I need to ask: is there something wrong with being Muslim 

In this country?

Is there something wrong some 7-year-old Muslim-American

Kid believing that he or she could one day be president?

My name is Fareed and I am waiting to be recognized as an American.
Next up, this woman:

“My name is Sandra and I live in Alaska.  

I can’t quite see Russia from my window,
But I can see the glacier that has been there before

My time and before my daddy’s time and before my daddy’s daddy’s

time.

And now it is melting.

I love getting my annual oil surplus check from the state,

And I think that “Drill, Baby, Drill” sounds nice when chanted by the crowd.
But I feel worried.  

What if climate change is real?

What if we human beings are the cause?

And now, despite their promises and their plans and their fancy ideas

About being green,

the politicians are needing to  pay all their attention to the economy.
I just don’t know if we can wait.

I just don’t know if we can afford for words

Like ‘wind’, and ‘solar,’ and ‘alternative energy’ to remain 

More like poetry for the campaign trail

Than actual proposals turned into action.
Since the 1970s, since Nixon and Carter, since Reagan and Bush I., 

Since Clinton and Bush II,

Have we heard promises and plans for change.

People like me have sometimes fought against them.

But now here we are at my window and the glacier, my glacier, is melting.  

My name is Sandra and I live in Alaska.  

Nearing the end of the line for the time we have, this man:

My name is Robert and I am a soldier.

I believe in the need for an army, but I hate war.

Anyone who sees what I have seen must hate war.
This is why I pray.

I pray those who make the decisions, those who ask us to fight,

Will do so only after every other means for peace has been tried.

I will not fight out of hubris.

I will not fight for revenge.

I will not to gain power or resources or land.

I will fight only to protect my country,

And when needed, to protect the life and liberty of those 

Who cannot protect themselves.

And if I am called to fight, I will nobly or not at all.

My name is Robert and I am a soldier.  These are my vows.

One more:

My name is Nathan and I am a member of the clergy.
I am by no means a prophet,

But I stand in line with others in this season of campaigns

Trying to give witness to the issues and causes

That I believe determine how we create a society of shalom,

A society of peace and mercy.

Behind me and in front of me in this line are people

Wrestling with access to health care.

They are children asking about education.

They are families in New Orleans and along the coast

Of Mississippi wondering when, oh when,

Will there be more than just church groups coming down to help them,

As wonderful as those groups are.

There are people from all classes and races and creeds standing

In line with anxiety and worry, wondering if their way
Of life is over because of what’s happening with the economy.

The line is overwhelming.

The needs are great.

The issues facing our country are daunting,

And the people expressing these needs are hurting.

An election season wish for us,

We are not only observing this line of prophetic witness,

But also a part of it:

That we will carry a soft heart.

That we, like the silk worm from our poem,

Will seek to remember these voices,

Whether our candidate wins or loses.

That we will be woven into love that can bring warmth to

To people.

That will be soft against a crying face,

That will strive to be wings that lift,

That will move about the earth as best we can,

Our bodies filled with the sacred.

Can our hearts do all these things, we wonder?

Let us know that they can.

Let in this season simply nod “yes” in silence.

So we began and so we will never cease.

Amen.

