LESSONS IN LIVING
     You Are That One
A St. Andrew’s Sermon

Delivered by Dr. Jim Rigby

November 22, 2009
Scripture Reading:  Psalm 51:10-17 and II Samuel 12:1-7 (The Inclusive Bible)
It must have been really horrifying to be a prophet in the ancient world.  Israel is the only culture I know that actually had a niche for people to come and say to the rulers and to the people truth they didn’t want to hear.  They actually had a place of honor for people that would come to the group and say the things that nobody wants to hear.  The trick, of course, was not getting killed when you did it, and that’s what Nathan is going to have to do.  It’s one thing to figure out what’s going on in the world to know that there’s something wrong, but it’s something else to put it in a way where a sleeping people, like they were of course, not us [laughter] could hear a truth they really needed to hear.  Not so they would feel bad, but so that they might work for the happiness of all.  And God was represented as a parent of all people and the prophet was sent as an ambassador, really from the future, talking about the way the world could be.  Again, not to make people feel bad about the past, but to give hope for the future.  As long as people keep telling lies about the past, it’s very hard to have hope for the future.  I think a lot of the despair that we feel within ourselves as a culture is because we know that we are rehearsing and rehearsing an untrue story, and it bruises us inside our hearts in a way that we cannot even begin to calculate.
David could have anything he wanted.  This is a really old story—a rich person sending a soldier out, supposedly for purposes of the battlefield, but really for other purposes.  David had the best view in the capital city.  When you were the king, your house was higher than everybody else and you could look down on everybody, which is a pretty good symbol of the real situation.  It’s like the first Google Earth, look down and see what else is happening all over the place.  And one of the things that David was particularly interested in, from an academic viewpoint, was Bathsheba, who’s bathing area he could see.  And he liked what he saw.  And the only thing in between him and what he wanted was a soldier.  Now he thought he would have an affair with the woman and nobody would be the wiser, but she got pregnant.  Long story, he tried to make it look like the soldier did it, but the soldier was too loyal and dedicated, and it became clearer and clearer, that for the good of the state, not David, of course, that soldier had to be sent out for false purposes and die in the process.  Like I say, it’s a very, very old story.  So what Nathan has to do is go to David and tell him this truth in a way that David won’t kill him mid-sentence.  The prophets are very clever because what they do is keep our attention long enough so that by the time their truth comes through it’s too late for us to shut them out.  

So he tells a story that David will relate to; David raised sheep in his earlier days.  He said that there was once a very rich, very wealthy shepherd who had hundreds of sheep, and he decided to have a banquet and thought “why should I pick from my own flock, when there’s some poor schlep over here who has one sheep who’s really a pet and part of the family, but since I’m so important and powerful, I can take that one sheep and use it for my banquet—it’s just a poor person.”  David hears that story and he’s furious.  David says, “That person is a creep and deserves to die.”  Nathan has him, and he delivers one of the most powerful lines in all of literature and in Hebrew, it’s just two words, ata ha'eesh, you are the man.  You are the one that I’m talking about.  David’s devastated.  What Nathan has done [is give David a gift] (the word “Nathan” in Hebrew, means “gift”), because if David lives out his life lying to himself, he’ll never get back to his own heart again.  He’s going to have to go through some grief, and some guilt to be a whole person.  So Nathan goes to David and says “you are the one” and David gets it and writes the Psalm that we are looking at today.  “God, create in me a clean heart”.  
Well, obviously I didn’t bring you here to talk about that.  Our question is what would Nathan say to us today?  What would a prophet of God say to you and me?  What I don’t want to talk about today is feeling guilty.  It’s okay to start with guilt, but my point today is not to make you feel bad.  I’m really grateful anybody showed up today, thank you.  When my mom wanted to make us feel guilty, she was masterful.  She had a black belt in passive-aggressiveness that was truly magisterial.  It was a beautiful thing to see.  After dinner, if she said “does anybody want to help me with the dishes?” that’s an open-ended question, to which her sociopathic children said, “No thanks, we’re going to go play football.”  But she had a psychic ability when she did dishes; to slam them down so loud, you could hear them anywhere you were.  Guilt can be very healthy as a starting place, but it’s a very unhealthy place to live.
When we feel guilty, the three things that are happening that keep us stuck in the guilt, is 1.  We are focused on the past that we can’t change, and not on the future that we can change; 2.  We are focused on ourselves and not on our community life and the cooperation that can help us to change the world; and 3.  We focus on what we feel and not on what we can do.  I want to say up front that I am very aware that every one of us has been propagandized our entire life to feel helpless.  There is nothing that the rich and powerful want more than for you to feel small and helpless and to never have it cross your mind that this world belongs to you too, and that you can stand up for your brothers and sisters, and that you’re not weak and helpless.
Every year it comes around again, and I don’t know about you, but it’s very difficult for me to do Thanksgiving when essentially what it’s based on is the propaganda of the founding of this country that has nothing to do with the truth.  Some of the names are the same, but those times when we lift our bloodied hands to God and say “thank you so much for giving us this continent” and leaving out a detail here or there--it eats us from the inside out.  It’s not about the past.  It’s telling the truth about the past so we can have a hopeful future.  

In the true story of Thanksgiving, the people that were here were very gracious in many ways.  Now I’m not saying one side is right and one side is wrong, I’m saying when I took history lessons, I only heard one voice.  And real history would have all of the voices that were there and affected by it.  It’s better now, but as long as we get together and celebrate a lie, then we build on top of that foundation.  If you can’t figure out why we’re so pathological in foreign policy, start here.  Start with the lie that Christopher Columbus discovered America.  What’s wrong with that lie?  There were people here!  You can’t discover a place where there are people!  Unless you’re saying they don’t count, which would be real convenient when you try to exterminate them.  Graves were robbed, smallpox infected blankets were given to populations to wipe them out.  The first thanksgiving was to celebrate the massacre of 700 men, women, and children.  Now in one sense that’s the past, but it haunts us to this day because built upon that lie is the belief that we are better because we are Americans.  Somehow, someway, there is a basic goodness in us that nobody else can quite understand.  And we try to help the world, time and time again--we go to war to protect them and to give them democracy and we just wind up with their stuff in our pockets, but that’s an accident of history.  We are taught, through our history books, that might makes right.  If we won, we must have been right.  Now that’s not just us, that’s the human condition.  Have you ever been in an argument as a kid and you pushed somebody down, and that means you won?  If you never did that or don’t remember, watch children.  Look at a western sometime.  If you want to understand the mythology of America, watch an old western.  Where it’s good against bad, the stranger comes in from the outside, and it’s settled by violence.  That’s how you can tell what’s right or wrong.  If you don’t believe this still haunts us today, listen to Thomas Freidman, an apologist for empire. In an interview, he was justifying the war in Iraq, saying “those people believe in terrorism.  So what we need to do is go over there and go door-to-door.”  And then he used a term from rape that I will translate, because it’s too offensive, too “who’s your daddy” when sex is being thrust on somebody.  “We have to say that to those people so they will stay in their place.”  Now here’s a question.  What is terrorism?  Is it afflicting violence on civilians to teach them a political lesson?  Isn’t that the very basic definition of terrorism?  But the reason our leaders never define terrorism clearly is a lot of the stuff that we do would show up.  (Now everybody breathe.  Keep breathing.)  I’m not telling you anything you don’t know.  By telling the truth, we can move on.  It’s not about feeling bad about the past; it’s about letting go of that and moving into the future.
Now when I was a kid, and I heard about the German Holocaust against the Jews (I didn’t know at the time there were lots of holocausts, some of which we had something to do with).  I was terrified that I might have attitudes and beliefs that predispose me to treat someone that way.  When I read of the Holocaust I saw that German people were not evil people, but believed evil things; do I believe evil things?  

The second thing that guilt does is to focus on yourself and you don’t see “the us” in the world.  You may feel “us against them” but when you think your group is chosen, when you think your group is better, whether it’s a nation or a religion, you’ve made a date with violence.  You may not be the one who lives it out, but your children or your grandchildren will come into a situation that’s very hard and frightening, and they will have a parameter around their ethics, and they won’t understand that somebody born on the other side of a mythical line is as much a human being as they are.  It’s in our definitions, it’s in our creeds, it’s when we say Jesus is the only way, it’s when we say USA, USA--it’s not loving the real country, it’s putting everybody else down to say we are number one.  

Something happened to me years ago.  We had a wonderful woman named Mrs. Stockwell.  Her son was formerly of the CIA and he was a very miserable soul because he had seen things.  The first time we had a conversation, I knew I didn’t like being around him.  We were watching a Christmas pageant, and he said “you know we killed children just like that in El Salvador.”  I thought he was crazy and I moved to the other side of the room.  He crossed the room.  Whenever I left my door ajar, he said “got a minute?” I said, “No, I’m doing something really important here.”  And he told me these horrible, horrible stories.  I thought he was crazy.  A couple of years later I was doing a wedding for a friend whose husband was an international banker.  I mentioned this and saw the look of shame on his face.  I begged him to tell me what’s going on.  He said “I can’t tell you but just know this.  When you look at foreign policy, follow the money; nothing else matters.”  A couple more years go by, I’m having dinner with a Quaker missionary and I make a joke about what this guy said.  All the color leaves her face.  I said “we’re killing people, killing children, priests, and nuns for money, and using our military as leg-breakers.”  She goes completely pale, leans over, and says “it’s true.”
I would never want you to take my word for something.  What I’m saying is, once you’ve heard that message, not through me, but from many people, that “you are the one” that “we are the nation”…Let me tell you about “Nation X”.  They came over here, wiped out the people, and said they discovered it.  They used slaves to build an empire, and said that proves they were industrious.  In the last 50 years, they have crossed other people’s boundaries more than any other nation.  They are the number one supplier of weapons of death with apparently no conscience, whatsoever…depleted uranium, cluster bombs.  They spend as much money on weaponry as all the rest of the world, while their own people languish and 40,000 people a year die for lack of healthcare.  And then someone said “you are that people”, “you are that nation”.  What would you do?  What will you do?
We can’t change the whole world, but every one of us has thoughts, words, actions, that change the world.  It may seem ever so slight to you, but it’s worth enough for prophets to give their lives to talk to you.  Prophets don’t come to teach us, they come to change us.  You are the one.  That is not a curse, or a criticism, it is a calling that you can make a difference.  

A United Nations study estimated that it would take $44 billion to cure starvation in the world.  That’s about half of what we will spend in Afghanistan, for God knows what.  We can change the world, but we have to first realize that it belongs to us.  And by us I mean everyone, I don’t mean America, I don’t mean Christianity.  Christ called you out of your nation, out of your religion, to be an ambassador for a world that would make everyone happy.  That doesn’t mean that you have to leave your nation, it doesn’t mean you actually have to leave your religion, but it does mean that you have to shift allegiance, and use your political power, your political words, your religious power, your religious words, to work for that better world. 

So the past, if we get hung up on that, we feel helpless.  If we just look at ourselves in isolation, we feel helpless.  And the final thing is we just deal with what we feel and not what we can do.  You have more power than you know, but you won’t know it if you don’t step out in little ways, little ways.  Long before Martin Luther King, somebody held him in a cradle and taught him to love the whole world.  We don’t know their name.  Long before Rosa Parks got on a bus, countless, brave people suffered to make that moment possible.  You have power you don’t know.  Power of thought, power of word, power of deed, and God isn’t counting on the powerful people of the world.  At Christmas we celebrate a savior who was not born in the capital city where everybody was waiting.  Not born in a big cathedral where everybody was waiting, but in a cattle barn, with shepherds and the riffraff of human kind, which would become the beginning of a new kind of family.  We have to stop rehearsing the lies.  We have to stop rehearsing the lies.  
If you were here a couple of weeks ago, Ele Clay was the liturgist. She tweaked the words, and where it said “slave” she said “enslaved person”.  Does that feel different in your heart?  From “slave”, which is someone who was born into a horrible condition, to “enslaved person”, you feel the “we” in that and you feel that you have power to make a difference in that world, that you’re related to that atrocity.  In your thoughts, in your speech, in your deeds, become an ambassador.  You don’t know the power you have.  David prayed “give me a clean heart” and what he said is the gift that God wants is a broken spirit or broken heart.  That’s just where it starts.  When we look at our world and feel the pain of the world, feel the suffering of the world, it does hurt, but there’s healing for that kind of pain.  There is no healing if we spend our lives running from the truth.  There is no hope, and that’s why we feel hopeless, because we run.  Turn.  Turn toward the truth!  Stop celebrating the American holocaust, as though it’s a gift from God.  Bob Jensen writes that there are three American holocausts--one is what happened here to the indigenous people, one was what happened to the enslaved persons, and the third is taking place right now for the third world-nations that we throw off balance, with our military used to keep them off balance and their economies off balance.  If you read the history of the third world, most of those countries were just fine before colonization.  It didn’t start with us, but it can stop with you, in your heart.  You can be the best friend of humankind.  You may not have a lot of power, but it doesn’t take a lot of power to tell the truth.  
I read something that I thought was very symbolic.  It was a psychiatrist who was talking about the suicide rate of our soldiers.  It’s not even talking about the sickness they come back with (that our government says they don’t have) from using the immoral weapons of uranium.  Psychiatrist Kernan Manion related that in more than 25 years of clinical practice, she had never seen such immense emotional suffering and psychological brokenness [talking about our soldiers that she deals with].  Official figures say that 42 marines committed suicide in 2008 and 146 attempted.  121 Iraqi and Afghanistan war veterans in all service branches have been charged with murder in 2008 because of the trauma.  The response of your government was to lower the criterion for people getting weapons when they come back.  It’s killing us.  It’s killing our soldiers.  It’s killing our nation.  It’s deadening our hearts.  So hear these words as a cry to liberation.  David said “let the bones you have broken rejoice.”  Strange words, aren’t they?  The word “bones” means your character.  To come back to your character, to give your life to a noble cause, even if you don’t know what to do yet, brings a joy that nothing else can.  
I know that many of you feel that you have no influence on the world, you feel helpless and hopeless.  Are you more hopeless than the kid who would not get up and do the pledge?  Remember that story in the news?  A little kid who wouldn’t get up and tell a lie--that everybody has life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness in the United States--because gays and lesbians can’t get married?  I don’t want to argue about specifics.  That’s were I’m coming from.  Even if you disagree on something, that’s courage.  Do you have less power than Rosa Parks had?  Do you have less power than people in the third world who seize their own factories?   What we’re missing is not power.  What we’re missing is courage.  And scripture calls us to our courage and to our power.  We are dying from living a lie and we try to shut out truth, thinking it will hurt us. But it will free us, and it will heal us, and it will give us power--not over others, but an expression of shared power with all others.  Through the ages, a voice speaks to you and to me.  It says “you are the one”.  You are linked to what has happened in history.  We are told that, not to feel guilty about the past, but so that we will feel hope for the future.  

I want to close with the words of Howard Thurman, who if anybody should have felt helpless, it would be him--a black preacher before people could vote.  No weakness in his sermons at all.  He was already rejoicing in the victory that he knew was his.  He gave this empowering thought:  

Watch your thoughts, for they become words.  

Watch your words, for they become actions.  

Watch your actions, for they become habits.  

Watch your habits for they become character.  

Watch your character, for it becomes your destiny.
Transcribed and edited by a member of the St. Andrew's Sermon Transcription Project.
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