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Exodus 1:8-2:10

Romans 12:1-2

Have you been to see the movie, “The Help?”  The movie is based on the novel of the same name.  It takes place in 1963, set in the small town of Jackson, Mississippi.  A young white woman, Skeeter, wants to be a writer.  Returning to her hometown after college, the only writing job she can find is with the local newspaper  writing a column answering readers’ questions about  housekeeping and cleaning.  Since Skeeter has grown up in a Southern household served by a maid, she knows nothing about housekeeping and cleaning.  So she enlists the assistance of her friend’s African-American maid Abilene to answer the readers’ questions.  

Working with Abilene, Skeeter begins to notice life from Abilene’s point of view as one of ‘the help.’  Skeeter notices how this wise, intelligent, gentle woman is treated with indignity and disdain.  In the Jim Crow South, Abilene cannot eat from the same dishes as white folks, use the same bathroom, sit at the same table.  Skeeter begins to notice other things:  how black folk are treated by the police, what it must feel like not to be with their own children while they are taking care of someone else’s…
Skeeter decides to write a book.  At first she is naïve.  She thinks she can just sit down and interview Abilene, and other domestic maids, in her friend’s kitchen.  But those maids weren’t talkin’.  They knew that under the laws of Mississippi in 1963, they could be put in jail, or worse, if they were caught talking with a white woman who hoped to change things.  The law read Any person...who shall be guilty of printing, publishing or circulating printed, typewritten or written matter urging or presenting for public acceptance or general information, arguments or suggestions in favor of social equality…shall be guilty of a misdemeanor and subject to fine of not exceeding five hundred (500.00) dollars or imprisonment not exceeding six (6) months or both. 
Skeeter, the aspiring writer, meets sealed lips, shaking heads, closed doors from the Help…until one night.  Medgar Evers, the African-American civil rights activist, is gunned down in the driveway of his Jackson, Mississippi home.  The African American neighborhood erupts in riots.  Soon after, Skeeter is called to Abilene’s home in the black section of the city, where she goes secretly, at night.  She steps through the door, and there in the kitchen, behind curtained windows, wait Abilene, and Minnie, her feisty friend, and a dozen other domestic workers,“the help.”  Some meet Skeeter with shoulders squared, jaws firmly set, eyes blazing. Others look furtively over their shoulder, jumping at the least sound.  But they are there.  They are ready to talk.  They have found the courage to act.
Courage:  the World War I hero Eddie Rickenbakker said “Courage is doing what you are afraid to do.”  Despite their fear, these women were ready to do something.

The movie “The Help” is based on a novel.  It is fiction.  

But the novel is based on the character of countless, unknown people who have resisted earthly rulers and empires, governments and institutions which have gotten twisted and turned in on themselves and use their power to deny God’s justice.

Abilene and Minnie could be based on any of the “hundreds of poor, unlettered women in Mississippi, Georgia and the Deep South” (Lynne Olson, Freedom’s Daughters, 14) who daily were braving being fined, or arrested, or even beaten or killed for doing simple thinks like registering to vote, or sitting at a lunch counter, or trying to send their children to a better school.  ..
Abilene and Minnie could have been based on Mrs. Laura McGhee and Mrs. Belle Johnson of Greenwood Mississippi, ‘mamas’ who “would walk their walk, and when they’d see the human barricade of police, they’d start talking their talk and singing their songs…” (Olson, p. 14)
Abilene and Minnie could have been based on Diane Nash, “a former beauty pageant contestant with the delicate features of a porcelain doll, who in the spring of 1961 had taken over the command of the Freedom Riders after the first Riders had been brutalized by mobs in Alabama. The Freedom Riders, you’ll recall, were those black and white volunteers who dared to ride together on public buses … (Olson, p. 14)
Skeeter could have been based on Sarah Grimke, the daughter of a wealthy slaveholder growing up in the genteel city of Charleston more than a century earlier in the 1820s…who as a girl taught her ‘little waiting maid’ to read and write in secret:  “The light was put out,” she writes, “the keyhole screened, and flat on our stomachs before the fire, with the spelling-book before our eyes, we defied the laws of South Carolina…”  (Olson, p. 26)
Abilene, Minnie and Skeeter could have been based on the villagers of Le Chambon, France, in 1943, who, because they ‘feared God,’ defied the empire of the Nazi regime and harbored Jews for years in their attics and their cupboards and under the ground …

They could have been based on Erin Brokovich, an” American legal clerk and environmental activist who, despite the lack of …. any legal education, was instrumental in constructing a case against the Pacific Gas and Electric Company (PG&E) of California in 1993” (wikipedia) because that corporation was discharging chemically-contaminated wastewater from  their plant  into nearby groundwater …
Abilene, Minnie and Skeeter could have been based on the nameless Egyptian Christians, whose picture we saw in the spring, as they stood in the square in Cairo, defying the military tanks and guns by stretching out their arms to form a circle around their Muslim neighbors to protect them as they knelt in prayer…

they could have been based on Israeli women Ilana Hammerman, who is 66 years old, and Hanna Rubinstein.  They are two of the 28 Israeli women now being questioned by Tel Aviv police for smuggling Palestinian women through military checkpoints to take them for a day trip to the beach this past July. For some of the Palestinian women, it was the first time they had seen the sea. The Jewish women wrote:  “We cannot assent to the legality of the Law of Entry into Israel which allows every Israeli and every Jew to move freely in all regions between the Mediterranean and the Jordan River while depriving Palestinians of this same right.  They are not permitted free movement within the occupied territories nor are they allowed into the towns and cities across the green line, where their families, their nation, and their traditions are deeply rooted.  They and we, all ordinary citizens, took this step with a clear and resolute mind.”  (www.nytimes.com/2011/07/27/middleeast/27swim)
As Hanna Rubinstein commented, “It is one activity to oppose the occupation.  One day in the future, people will ask like they did the Germans, ‘Did you know?’ and I will be able to say, ‘I knew.  And I acted.’”

Abilene, Minnie, and Skeeter could be based on Shiprah and Pruah, the Eyptian midwives in the text we heard from Exodus, or on Jochebed, the mother of Moses, women who acted.  They feared God, which means they honored God above all other rulers, and so “they did not do as the king of Egypt commanded them, but they let the boys live,”  says the scripture.   They resisted Pharoah’s shrewd and ruthless power with shrewdness of their own:  “The Hebrew women are not like Egyptian women,” they said “for they are vigorous and give birth before the midwife comes to them.”  They used pharoah’s own prejudice, and his own daughter, against him!
They  were ordinary people who honored God, and so did not conform to their present age, but were transformed… transformed into people with the courage to defy unjust systems, institutions, governments, rulers of this world… transformed from ordinary people into…

 


ordinary radicals.
History turns on ordinary radicals.
Imagine if those midwives and that mother had not acted.  Imagine if they had conformed:  pharoah’s genocide would have wiped out the people of the covenant.  
Imagine if Jesus’ disciples and early Christians had conformed to the empires of their day: the gospel would have faded away.

God shapes history through men and women who honor God above all else, and so do not conform to the shrewd, ruthless practices of earthly princes, parliaments, and powers, but who, with courage, resist the forces that sabotage and enslave life for any of God’s people.
These are the people who, though nameless, become transformers of their time.

Robert Kennedy wrote,  “It is from numberless diverse acts of courage and belief that human history is shaped.  Each time a man stands up for an ideal or acts to improve the lot of others or strikes out against injustice, he sends forth a tiny ripple of hope and crossing each other from a million different centers of energy and daring those ripples build a current which can sweep down the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance.”  (Peck, Abounding Grace, p. 70)

There are numberless people who step up, without drama or fanfare, to resist evil and hold fast to what is good…ordinary people who obey God above all other powers, and step by little step, become ordinary radicals who transform their present age.

Abilene, Minnie, and Skeeter could be based on Shiprah, Pruah, Jochebed, or Mrs McGhee, Diane Nash, Ilana Hammerman…

but could they be based on you?  on me?
I wonder:  what ruthlessness am I participating in, what injustice am I going along with, accommodating myself to?  Am I so blind in my conformity to this present age, with all its violence and wars and schemes and corruption that I do not even see what I am supposed to be resisting?

Nearly every Thursday evening, for 17 years, we have been helping to feed hungry men, women and children at Community Meals.  But have we ever asked “what makes these people hungry?”  and worked to do something about that?
We decry the violence in the world, and pray for peace at the communion table – but is there nothing that ordinary people like us can do, should be doing, to stem the supply of weapons and curb the forces of bloodshed against which we are praying?

We sponsor tutoring and mentoring programs at Barth Elementary school, which has more poor students than any other school in the area – and it is good that we do!  But is there something more we should be doing to ask if our current way of funding schools is the fairest way to do it, since poorer districts must impose much higher tax rates to equalize the property taxes collected by wealthier districts?
Peter Storey is a Methodist pastor in South Africa.  He was the chaplain to Nelson Mandela and other political prisoners on Robbins Island, and a leader in the church’s struggle against apartheid.  It was Peter Storey who—with a delegation  -- appeared before the U.S. Congress and the U.N. in 1984, urging intensified pressure against the apartheid regime, and then later helped set up the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa.
In recent years, he has spent some time living in the United States.  He said,  “American preachers have a task more difficult, perhaps, than those faced by us under South Africa’s apartheid, or Christians under Communism.  We had obvious evils to engage; you have to unwrap your culture from years of red, white and blue ...  You have to expose, and confront, the great disconnection between the kindness, compassion and caring of most American people, and the ruthless way American power is experienced, directly and indirectly, by the poor of the earth.  You have to help good people see how they have let their institutions do their sinning for them.”  (Common Prayer:  Liturgy for Ordinary Radicals, p. 361)

Government, business – have we let our institutions do our sinning for us?

Peter Storey is a prophet.

I have not been a prophet.  Perhaps I am blinded by a love for this country, or for my own comfort and security, or a desire for harmony, so I do not see clearly how we are honoring our empire more than God’s kingdom. 
I do not want to contribute to the injustices of our institutions or our society. I do not want to be conformed to the rulers and power of this present age.  When in the future people ask, “What did you do about the injustices?”  I want to be able to say “I did something.”

But I confess, I do not know what or how.
Jesus shows us how, in this text in Matthew:  simply love and care for our neighbor, and be willing to go where that takes us – even if it means plucking grain in defiance of the law.  

Paul says that we can be changed from conformers to transformers – how?  By the renewing of our minds.  By allowing the Holy Spirit to give us the mind of Christ, changing our understanding of events and systems; by asking the Holy Spirit to help us to see clearly with the eyes of Christ what is going on.

I find I am nervous about asking the Holy Spirit to do that.  Who knows where that may lead me?

Perhaps the first courageous step I need to take is to be willing to pray earnestly for the renewal of my mind…

to pray that God will show me what I should be doing to resist the powers of pharoah in this world -- I cannot imagine that there is nothing for me to resist or work to change; 
perhaps I need to ask God to help me see more clearly how I am participating in the cruelty of empires, and to give me the conviction and courage to do something, to act. 
Will you join me in taking on this prayer? 
If I am going to be transformed by the renewing of my mind, and go where that takes me, I would sure like some company along the way.  
Who knows?  If we pray together, perhaps God will make ordinary radicals of us even yet.
Amen.
