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The bent reed and Flickering lamp

“The Lord’s servant will not break off a bent reed nor put out a flickering lamp”   [Isaiah 42: 3]

The message of divine grace was not to be alone for the Jews, but for all, is one of the outstanding truths uniquely set forth by Isaiah. To be heard in the street the messiah was to accomplish a mighty work in a quiet and unobtrusive way without pomp or show. The servant will minister tenderly to the weak; the bruised and the oppressed, a friend to every person who finds self in need. 

James Luther Adams was a 20th century Unitarian theologian, very much in the Christian tradition. Besides being a Unitarian minister, he was a university teacher, respected academic and social activist.

In 1947 he published an article entitled “The Prophet-hood of all believers”. Of course, this was a play on words with the Reformation idea of the “priesthood of all believers”. We don’t need a priestly intermediary with God we have a direct relationship.  

He quotes Numbers 11:27-29 which will give you some idea of where he was coming from: [v.27] And a young man ran and told Moses, “Eldad and Medad are prophesying in the camp.” [v. 28] And Joshua the son of Nun, the minister of Moses, one of his chosen men, said, “My lord Moses, forbid them.” [v. 29] But Moses said to him, “Are you jealous for my sake? Would that all the LORD’s people were prophets, that the LORD would put his spirit upon them!”

The idea of the prophet-hood of all believers means everyone has the right to participate in shaping the congregation, not just the clergy. Adams describes such a church as “… a church in which persons think and work together to interpret the signs of the times in the light of their faith…in which all members share the common responsibility to attempt 

1

to foresee the consequences of human behavior both individual and institutional. Through the prophetism of all believers can we together foresee doom and mend our common ways”

So, what does a prophet do?

Adams describes a prophet as a person, under God, who stands at the edge of a community’s experience and tradition. Views life critically. Reminds us vigorously of the struggle between right and wrong, good and bad, justice and injustice. In God’s name he or she calls us to change our hearts, minds and actions. There is an urgency and insistency. But he adds to this traditional description of a prophet. While we tend today to not emphasize prophetic prediction, Adams sees this as important in the sense that a prophet should be a “foreteller” and not just a “forthteller”. He or she should stand between two epochs. “By this kind of prophecy the signs of the times are interpreted as parts of a pattern, of an old pattern in the structure of society which is passing away or a new pattern of life which is coming into being.” So, it’s more than just alerting us to doom- it’s foretelling a new era. Today we celebrate 50 years or a life of a generation and the dawn of another generation. So we need prophets for this new era.

Many of the Old Testament prophets and Jesus himself can be seen to fit this description. There is a social and political crisis. The prophet is compelled to speak. He or she is intensely unpopular because they inevitably challenge the powerful in society. Jesus died for it. Rev. Toribio Qimada died for it Martin Luther King Jr. died for it. Many others died for it.  Many Old Testament prophets were in fear of their lives. Some tried to avoid the call such as Jonah. Others felt inadequate to the task such as Moses. But they stood between epochs.
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There is a Hymn we use occasionally: “We sing now together our song of thanksgiving…” One verse goes: We sing of the freedom which martyrs and heroes Have won by their labor, their sorrow, their pain; The oppressed befriending, our empler hopes defending, Their death becomes our triumph, their loss is our gain.” A nice sentiment and indeed it is something we should strive to be thankful for. The question is which is our triumph and gain? The death and loss of the martyrs and heroes, or the death of the oppressed and the loss of our hope?

Luke in chapter 13: verse 11 tells us of a woman who was bent over and could not straighten up at all. The writer describes this as the evil spirit kept her sick for thirteen years.. In verse 12 it is written that Jesus healed her and straighten herself up. Is the writer telling us that the evil spirit made the woman bend over? What could be a possible explanation? 

Sigmund Freud Tells us a lot about what the mind can do to our physical body. How good thoughts can bring good health and bad thoughts can do much harm as well as cause deformities to our physical appearance. Nevertheless the presence of evil in society causes people to bend over. 

Thirty years ago San Isidro Pamplona was a virgin forest. Then there was only a path way that led to the community. In the early seventies the Chinese business men and the prominent politician developed and widened the road for logging purposes. Today 4000 hectares is a baron land so unfertile that have caused the whole community to bend over for the whole span of a life time. Where do we see the evil spirit? Seventy five to eighty percent of our young people leave their homes and farms for employment in big cities in the country and in other countries. 

Land in Nagbinlod is leased to the people by land lords for 4000 to 5000 pesos per hectare for one year. A worker in the sugar cane plantation is paid pesos 100 for cutting hauling the cane to fill a ten wheeler truck. 

Life exists but there is no wholeness. They live bent over. 
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In my visits to congregations, I have seen groups and groups of children between the age of 5 to 14 either carrying heaps of loads of farm products or firewood on their backs, or just play around but never been to school. They are made to bend over. 

So, the Lord’s servant is called upon to deal with these people tenderly. Never break off the bent reed. The Lord’s servant has to deal with the evil, the flickering lamp; and bring it alive and brighten it in the midst of opposition. Proverbs Chapter 13: 9 describe the wicked as a lamp flickering out. There is indeed so much wickedness in society that we have to deal with. The Lord’s servant must face them not with wicked ways but with peaceful resolution with sincerity and conviction of what is just and true.

There are many possible ways we may break the bent reed and they are: when we expect from them more than they can possibly bear. When we undermine, ignore disregard the abilities of those who are bent over. When we fail to recognize their God given strength to go on in life and when we control them, we possibly break the reed. 

There are other ways too where we may break the bent reed when we keep silent of thing we should have spoken about and extended guidance where necessary. By pampering and trying to be good with no face value, we may possibly break the reed. So, the lord’s servant is called upon to be vigilant and courageous. 

Today we are laying hands on two women. They are very much talented and we consider them as great assets in the church. They carry along with them vast knowledge of the faith. Is there anybody here who does not admire women? I don’t think so! Something amazes me about women and I must share that with you. They have the capacity to bear everything in their heart. This is what Luke says in chapter 2: v.19 about Mary, mother of Jesus. 
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She is portrayed as a person who had the capacity to remember every thing that she experienced and think deeply about them. Verse 51 says “His mother treasured all these things in her heart. It’s our hope that Susan and Elvira will always remember that they are called by God to serve, and we believe they will bring out the depth and breathe of self in serving our people and engage in ministry to all.

I pray that you may have no doubt that you have been called by God.

Rev. Jerry Goddard in one of his sermons titled “Where was God” had this to say.’ After the 2001 September 11 twin tower attach in New York City, at an Unitarian Unversalist Ministers’ Conference a minister asked eagerly: What are we as ministers all about, if men would proudly kill thousands of innocent people in the name of God? 

God was often understood as a “man” who judged us and would punish us for things like having sexual thoughts or not believing in him, a God that played favorites, a God that would only save people like themselves.

Karen Armstrong, a British theologian, says “We must each find our contact with the deeper dimension of existence. It can be done through religion in a synagogue, church or mosque but it can also be found in art, music, the natural world, sex or even drugs. God is our relationship with the world around us, our church, our family, our lovers, as well as the person who is very different from ourselves. 

Rabbi Larry Kushner a teacher in a high school class asked the students “how many of you believe in God?” Only one hand went up. Then he asked “How many of you have experienced God?” Almost all the hands went up. “You have to ask the right question” said Larry.

Larry also tells of a rabbinic student of his who told of his great-aunt Susie who lived in Munich, Germany, during the war.
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Susie was riding a bus when SS storm troopers stopped the bus and began to examine everyone’s identity papers. Jews were being forced off the bus and loaded onto a truck nearby. The student’s aunt began to cry as she had Judean written on her papers. The man next to her exploded in disgust “You stupid woman” he roared “I can’t stand to be near you” he yelled. The SS men asked what he was yelling about. “Damn her” the man shouted angrily “I’m so fed up. She always does this! My wife has forgotten her papers again.” The soldiers laughed and moved on. Susie never saw the man again. Where was God? 

The Lord’s servant is called to be a blessing to others.

We are a small denomination. We suffer from lack of contact with each other. We are often isolated. These are aspects of what we can call “the tyranny of distance” So separated from each other, it is hard to create or maintain a denominational identity: this is who we are, this is what we are. We suffer then from confused expectations.

More than one of our congregations feels they are not all that they should be or could be. And they hate that fact! But it is a disease of unrealistic expectations.

Why don’t we have as many members as we think we should? Well we are not certain, but the fact remains we do not and so, all too often assume that someone somewhere is to be blamed. This year we won’t be able to do much with the given annual grant to the UUCP. So, we need to tell our selves that we should be happy with whom we are and of the plans we have made to go and live in the congregation for one week every month. That is a much healthier attitude. The fact is that we got to concentrate on our strength and be grateful for what we have and then share what we can with each other.

What do we have? We have, in a deep sense, only this: We have what we can offer others. What do we offer?  In a sense, we can say that we offer blessings to each other. But what is a blessing? 
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A blessing may simply be saying good luck, go with God, May the road rise to meet you, blessed be and amen. But a blessing has to be more than that if we are going to offer each other more than nice words and good wishes.

Rev. Mark Allstrom in one of his sermons titled “What’s a Blessing” tried to explain… Once there was a man who got a beautiful brand new Porsche. Not wanting to tempt fate and being somewhat superstitious, he sought a blessing for it. He went to a Catholic church. The priest said he’d be happy to give a blessing. But one question: “tell me, what’s a Porsche?” The man was so disgusted that he walked out vowing never again to sight a catholic church.

But he still wanted a blessing so he went to a Protestant church. The pastor said: “Before I give one, I need to know what a Porsche is” Now vowing never to return to any Protestant either, the man gloomily walked through the streets. Then a Unitarian church appeared. He had never heard of them before but decided he’d give it a chance. He went in and asked the minister if he could give a blessing on his Porsche.

“You Have a Porsche! Wow! “Said the Unitarian. “ But first, could you tell me just one thing?”

Anything, as long as it isn’t ‘What’s a Porsche?’

“Oh no! Only an idiot wouldn’t know what a Porsche is! But what is a blessing?”

Rev. Allmstron says that we Unitarians are practical and this worldly, but we really ought to know what a blessing is. We use the word all the time, we bless children, marriages even divorces, departed souls and so on. Surely we should know what a blessing is. More than kind words, we ought to look at what blessings we offer each other as what we can do for each other. When we say, bless you”, 
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Let us not say instead let us be asking “How can I help”? Helping and being helpful give strength to the bent over to stand up and walk straight. The task of the Lord’s servant

So remember the blessings are in the services you perform for each other and for those beyond these walls. And remember there is a ripple-effect from the good you do. A good seed will grow, just as those who hunger will be filled. Give of yourselves freely and liberally. Let us answer each other’s need wherever we can and to the fullest extent we can. We may not know what the final effect will be, but if it is done for the sake of love, compassion, truth and wisdom, it will bear good fruit. And some day we will be amazed at what we can accomplish with a little trust and respect for each other, a little faith and confidence in ourselves and in freedom, reason and tolerance, with a little compassion for the world. So be it. God be with you. May the road rise to meet you. Amen. Now go and make a difference in the world!

