22nd Sunday after Pentecost
Sermon 10.24.10

Scripture:
Joel 2:23-32


Luke 18:9-14
The question isn’t whether God exists—not for me anyway, which you might well think should go without saying.  I’m a church pastor, after all.  But preachers in the mainline church, to say nothing of the people in the pews, couldn’t always be assumed as given to such faith.  This is a minor point preacher William Willimon and scholar Stanley Hauerwas make in their book Resident Aliens—that the first step in so much 20th century theology was “to convince modern people that God exists.”  Following in kind, this was also a question foremost on the mind of any would-be serious preacher—and it gave steam to such sermon topics as how exactly the Red Sea might have parted before Moses, or how 5,000 really ate and were satisfied by five loaves of bread and two fish, or how Jesus made himself to seem dead when he was actually just in a coma, out of which he would emerge in three days.  Or was it that the disciples so wanted to see Jesus again that they imagined him appearing even after his body was misplaced?  Or was it stolen?  One Easter sermon I saw to have been offered at a church in Boston was entitled, “Resurrection?”  
Well, these aren’t my questions.  This one is: “What kind of God exists?”  I’m in good company as I ask this, which isn’t just to refer to those of you who are also asking this, but to refer to that great cloud witnesses that are the characters who populate the Bible.  Really, this is the driving question behind the scriptures, or one of them at least—what kind of God is God?  The patriarchs asked and answered it: Abraham, that God is a God who transcends place; Isaac, that God is a God who doesn’t desire blood sacrifice, and certainly not human sacrifice; Jacob, that God is a God who’ll fight you—wrestle you through the night, even—to get you back; Joseph, that God is a God who means forgiveness even in face of grievous wrong.  The prophets asked and answered it: Samuel, that God is a God who messes with politics—the realm of kings and princes, prime ministers and presidents; Isaiah, that God is a God who, even amidst a world of division and conflict, has in mind peace and reconciliation; Jeremiah, that God is relentless, hounding; Joel, that God shames us and then promises us never to put us to shame.

You might have been relieved to have departed from Jeremiah this morning.  It’s been several weeks in a row, now, that we’ve heard from Jeremiah—his weeping and raging against the people and against God.  You might have been relieved to hear from someone other than him, for whatever uplift is to be found in Jeremiah’s prophecy is like a needle in a haystack—not only hard to find but also piercing when you do.  Joel is a bit easier to take, but just a bit.  Like all the prophets, his experience of God is a bitter-sweet one, arising out of a crisis with a word of hope.  God is behind the crisis; God is the reason to hope.  God puts the people to shame; God promises never to put the people to shame.  
The crisis out of which Joel spoke is interesting because it’s different.  Most prophecy comes to us out of a time of war; the crisis that gives cause to most biblical prophets is an attacking army from some encroaching empire—the Assyrians, or the Chaldeans known also as the Babylonians.  And while such a thing is terrible, it’s also glorious.  War is glorious, is a glorious thing to suffer.  Making heroes of mere men and near goddesses of normal women, war, as Chris Hedges claimed in the title of one of his books, is a force that gives us meaning.  But, it isn’t war that Joel speaks from.  It isn’t an attacking army that imperils the people; it’s an attack of insects, an attack of locusts.  They’re eating the crops while the people who sowed them are withering.
Well, if we find this a slightly less satisfying storyline, than we’re not alone.  This was unsatisfying, apparently, to a whole era of biblical scholars.  It was in the Middle Ages in particular that the accepted interpretation was this—the references to locusts were to be taken metaphorically.  The “plague of locusts” Joel referred to was meant to represent foreign armed forces.  These mere insects were meant to represent something far bigger, something far more terrifying.  Never mind that this interpretation is strained in several different verses.  “Like warriors they charge,” claims Joel, “like soldiers they scale the wall.”  “I will repay you,” promises the Lord through the prophet Joel, as we just heard, “I will repay you for the years that the swarming locust has eaten, the hopper, the destroyer, and the cutter, my great army, which I sent against you.”  Never mind, for locusts just aren’t cause enough for such suffering; a few bugs just don’t seem like a big enough deal.  All of which is to say that the reason the people have been shamed is one of which they should be ashamed.  For it’s one thing to be brought low by the army of an empire; it’s another thing to be brought low by bugs scaling the wall.  It’s one thing to suffer in glorious battle; it’s another to wither from hunger because the insects are winning.  It’s one thing to have your child die fighting for a just cause—your son a mighty soldier, your daughter a font of virtue; it’s another thing for her or him to die in your arms because your own crops are feeding locusts instead.   Humiliation, indeed.  Shame, indeed.  

A quick look through books on shame in any bookstore will tell you that shame is something you ought not to feel, you shouldn’t be made to feel.  Distinct from guilt, which is an emotional response to something you’ve done, shame is about how you are.  Shame isn’t merely about behaving badly or doing something wrong, but is about being bad, being wrong.  It can be a toxic experience—shame.  It can be as crippling as the polio virus.  Hence the many books:  Healing the Shame that Binds You; Letting Go of Shame; Healing the Shame We Don’t Deserve; Soul Without Shame: Liberating Yourself from the Judge Within.  But, having spent the week with it myself as I mulled over the collective shame of the people to whom Joel prophesied and the personal shame of the tax collector whose prayer was lovely to God, I mean not to jettison it so absolutely.  Having spent the week with a God who is said to shame us while also saving us from being shamed, a God who is professed to prefer prayers said out of shame over those said out of self-esteem, I mean to give shame its moment in the sun—or rather I mean to go with you into the shadows where shame lurks.  
I hope you don’t mind.  But, in case you so, I’ll go first.  I’m ashamed of myself.  And I’m not going to tell you why—for two reasons.  The first is that I can’t: I’m too ashamed to speak of it publicly, assuming I could speak of it at all.  The second is that it wouldn’t serve my purpose—because the reasoning I attach to my native shame doesn’t stand to reason, the story I tell to make some sense of the feeling doesn’t really make sense.  I’m not that bad a person.  I’m following most of the rules and doing my best, which you’d be able to see and would then point out to me, which would then effectively dismiss my shame, leaving us all feeling better, if for only a moment.  But the shame would still be there.  Shame is like rats in an infested apartment: when you turn on the lights, they scatter, but they don’t go away entirely.  And you can’t live with the lights always turned on.  
Like rats, too, though, shame has its place.  Surprising me, it showed up in the Berkshire Eagle some time ago, in an article speaking to the recent uptick in the number of pregnant teenage girls in Pittsfield.  It’s an uptick that runs counter to national trends, and of it one social worker was quoted as saying that contributing to this is the lack of shame at being young, unmarried and pregnant.  As a society, especially in this progressive state and this desperate city, we’ve destigmatized teen pregnancy to such a degree that we’re no longer collectively able to help teenagers control themselves.  And who bears the brunt of this newfound lack of shame but the young mothers and their children who are consigned then, in great number, to a life of poverty.  It was an insight that had this bleeding-heart liberal, this judge-not-lest-ye-be-judged liberal Christian, well, ashamed:  we’ve let them down; we’ve lied to them.
Ernest Kurtz is one writer who deals with shame in ways deeper than the self-helpers seem to.   Having taught college-level history, religious history, and alcohol studies, Mr. Kurtz is best known for his contributions to the treatment of alcoholism particularly in Alcoholics Anonymous.  In a book entitled Guilt and Shame, Mr. Kurtz points out not only shame’s negative aspects, but also, according to one review I read, the possibility that shame might offer us something positive, namely “insight into the reality of the human condition.  The experience of shame,” he claims “lays bare the essential paradox that inheres in being human: to be human is to be caught in a contradictory tension between the pull to the unlimited, the more-than-human, and the drag of the merely limited, the less-than-human.”   
This is to say, shame is what results when we can’t keep up with our promise.  Not long ago, I sat with a once-powerful woman who was now dying.  She talked with me for a long time, then suddenly she asked me to leave.  She was getting tired.  She was losing track of what she was saying, of what she had said.  She seemed on the verge of shame: with her still a powerful mind, with her yet sweet spirit, with her desire that I admire her and maybe even model myself after her, she didn’t want me to see her come a bit undone.  Shame is where our boundless hope meets with our embodied limitations.  Shame is where we land when what we mean to be collides with the recognition of what we are.  It can be a terrible sight.
Worse, though, is that it’s God who has us so recognize ourselves.  By way of contrast, it’s God who has us see about ourselves all that is not God.  God’s transcendence has us frustrated by our being so limited by time and space—its captives, its prisoners.  God’s creative power, while inspiring human creativity, also has us recognize our own consuming, degrading, destroying so much that’s made.  God as forgiving has us understand our own tendency to keep count, our own reliance on retribution.  God as just opens our eyes to so many tragic circumstances we can’t seem to bring to right.  God as peace opens our eyes to the tragic dynamics we can’t seem to bring to rest.  God as love has us confess our own failure to love.  God as life awakens us to our near-unshakeable belief in the ultimate power of death.  It’s God who makes us see and know—recognizing ourselves.  It’s God who lands us in shame.  
Cynics we might be, and so avoid really feeling this:  “Whatever.”  Sociopaths we might be, and honestly, absolutely, not give a damn.  Pharisees we might be, and escape the snare of shame by taking note of all the people who have way more to be ashamed of than we do.  Or, followers of Christ we might be, he who is the pioneer and perfector of our faith and who, for the sake of the joy that was set before him, endured the shaming cross; followers of Christ we might be, though it will land us at that dread intersection of what God has promised and what is, though it will land us on that dread cross of shame.  
I wonder.  I wonder if there was a moment of shame—deep, personal shame—for Christ on the cross:  “I meant to save all, but I merely suffer alone.  I meant to bring life, but I’m conquered by death.”  I wonder if this is what was behind his groaning, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  “I meant to bring transcendence to humanity, but instead I bring shame to God.”  And the real wonder is that God takes it.  God embraces it.  Really, that’s one of the confessed reasons God came to us in the flesh in the first place—to take on our shame.
So, what if we experienced our shame as a sure encounter with God?  What if we landed in our shame, as we surely will, as we surely each do, in the assurance that there we will also meet God?  Whenever we are shamed at the recognition that we are not God, what if we were also to recognize that God is God?  And not a therapeutic god who would have us never feel shame, but the God of Scripture who transforms our shame into blessing.  Not a self-help god who would have us operating on higher self-esteem, but the Sovereign God who would have us rejoice.  For this is kind of God that God is.
Thanks be to God.
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