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ORDINARY LITTLE PEOPLE

The Rev. Joy A. Baumgartner, Interim Senior Minister
Matthew 13:  24-30; 36-43; I Peter 1:  13-16; 9-10


Matthew’s Gospel read this morning by Catherine is so often misinterpreted and seen as a threat of retribution, and if we read it that way, it seems frightening. But I believe it is much more.   Yes, Jesus is speaking to the doubters and those who are the “weeds” of society, to be sure, but it believe it is also a parable of encouragement.


As we grow, we are exposed to people from every walk of life, different values and morals, and some truly ill. We find ourselves in all sorts of situations and it is up to us to choose and sort out the wheat from the chaff. It is how we learn. We have to decide who our models, our teachers, our guides will be throughout life. It is also how we learn to be the saints that Jesus talked about.


Who is a saint? Israel is called a nation of saints. “You are a people holy to the Lord your God; the Lord your God has chosen you to be a people for his own possession, out of all the peoples that are on the face of the earth,” it is written. Can you imagine? God choosing us as his own possession?


We often wonder as we read the biblical description, “Why choose Israel?” Why is it a Hebrew scripture? Perhaps because Israel was more religious than other nations – more pious?  No!  it’s about god’s grace. Why Israel? The Bible is clear in the book of Deuteronomy: “It was not because you were more numerous than any other people that the Lord set his heart on you and chose you, for you were the fewest of all peoples. It was because the Lord loved you.”


The stories in the Bible about Israel are really love stories. Just love. The Biblical authors bend over backwards to say that God’s choice of Israel was not due to any achievement on Israel’s part. Israel was often a sinful nation: waywardness, infidelity, idolatry, pride – they were all sins charged to Israel’s account. Whatever is meant by “the people holy to the Lord” surely it means something other than a people pure and spotless.


And that very idea, that notion of God’s unconditional love, is what keeps us going even today.       


A Biblical saint is not a nation or a person who lives a virtuous life. No. Biblical saintliness is a matter of what God does. A person is called saint in the Bible because God wants that person to do something holy, not because that person is holy. Saints are people who are called by God to do God’s work. In that sense, are we not all saints? God’s saints? God’s workers?   Isn’t that why we are here? Have we not felt the call of God somewhere deep inside and responded?


Karl Barth once said: “A person is sanctified in the Bible when that person is dedicated to the service of God by God’s separation: claiming, commandeering for service.” That’s what happened to the various figures we read about in the Bible. That is what Jesus is referring to in the parable written by Matthew.


This morning, the New Testament shares this idea when we read some of the most beautiful words I think were ever written to describe God’s people. To describe us! When those words were read, did you really think about them? They are truly wondrous: “You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, God’s own people.” Wow! Chosen. Royal. God’s own! These words were declared not because they had done anything great, but because God had something great for them to do. “That you may declare the deeds of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.” This story declares that God wants to make something great out of us.


Yes, I believe these words are not just written about a people centuries ago. I believe in these words for us today. It’s why I become so discouraged when I see and hear people treating each other so badly – expecting the worse from others, assuming the worst, because God expects the best! God wants saints!


This idea is carried forth: “Once you were not a people, but now you are God’s people.”  Once we didn’t know God and God’s love for us, but now we know! We are God’s own people.  God has claimed us. And as we read our Covenant to the Church and to God each communion Sunday and each time we welcome new members into the life of the church, we declare ourselves claimed. God’s own saints.


It is in this sense that the New Testament refers to the whole church as saints. Like Israel before it, out of nobodies came somebodys, saints by God’s gracious choice. God has chosen us – and we chose God. But do we remember that?


What looks like seediness to us more often looks like potential saintliness to God. Maybe we think we’re not up to the task – not worthy to serve on God’s behalf. But I wonder if maybe God even passes over the nice, pure people, the ones we regard as so saintly, because nice, pure sweet people can’t always get the job done – especially when the jobs that need doing are as tough as the ones God takes on. Maybe God needs some of us who have seen some life, lived some pain, conquered some tough times. Think about those Disciples, think of Moses, Noah, all those folk described in the Hebrew scriptures and those who followed and even put their lives on the line to spread Christ’s good news.  


I think of it often as a parent or one who loves a child of a relative or friend. A child is born and we see such great potential. We even begin to dream of their future. Surely we see each child through the eyes of God. We see a child created out of God’s love – a sweet, innocent gift from God. But that child is no easy gift.  


I remember giving birth to my daughter more than a month early and the fear we had that she wouldn’t be healthy. But she was beautiful, just small and needy. We took her home with delight. But after a month or so of feeding her every three hours, no sleep, no time to think straight, looking in the mirror and not recognizing the face that stared back, I said to my mother, “Is it supposed to be like this? She demanded every moment of my life. Am I up to this task?” My mother laughed. She had had six children. She said, “Don’t worry. She will continue to be demanding, but it will get easier.”    


Sure enough, she grew and began to sleep longer periods of time and I could sleep, adjust more and pretty soon we all merged into a family and began to enjoy her. Even her brother, who was now sharing his life with this new demanding creature, began to like her. And when she smiled, our lives lit up!


They grow and go off to school, and we quickly realize that we are no longer the only influences in their lives. There are other children with all kinds of odd habits. I remember when Robert went off to school. I had taken great pains to teach both children nice table manners.                   They knew how to set the table, put their napkins in their laps, pray at each meal, not to speak with food in their mouths. I was quite proud. Imagine my surprise one evening when I found my excited son telling a story at the table with food flying out of his mouth!  I said, “What’s the matter with you?  You’re eating like a little pig.” He laughed and said, “Oh mom, at school everybody eats like this!” Weeds had come into my field of children!


But we all learn to pick and choose our battles, whether with our children or with others around us. At home, I would gently remind them of appropriate table manners, but the rest was up to them. And believe it or not, they grew into adults who set the table properly, put their napkins in their laps and teach their own children not to speak with a mouth full of food.  Somehow they grow up and separate the weeds from the harvest. And the harvest is very good.


Think of the Israeli people. They were a bit colorful. There are so many stories about their disobedience and sin. That’s what makes the Bible so colorful and rich and we realize as we read that those folk were just ordinary little folk – just like all of us sitting right here in this church!   But they are also described as survivors. They knew how to take care of each other. They worked together and banded together in the bad times as well as the good.


Who do you think of when you hear the word “saint?” The other evening with friends, we were talking about people from our past who left the biggest impact or memory; maybe it’s a third grade Sunday School teacher, a college professor, a grandmother or uncle, a neighbor. You see, that’s how saints are made.


Yesterday I received a call from one of my dearest friends. She and her husband are frightened and confused at his recent diagnosis of liver cancer. They are going from medical center to medical center for tests, diagnosis and they are being offered various methods of treatment. Out of the blue, she ran into a neighbor who is a retired specialist. He could sense her distress and asked if everything was alright. As she described her fear and the situation, he put his arm around her and asked if she would like to come to his home and he and his wife would spend some time with her. Not only did they offer comfort and a cup of tea, but this doctor knew several specialists and was familiar with this rare kind of tumor. He offered to interpret for them what the doctors were telling them and even speak to the doctors and help them look at their options. Out of the blue, from a neighbor they hardly knew, came a saint. And no matter the outcome, they will never forget the kindness of this man.


That’s how saints are made.  Saints are made by teaching children, by listening for God’s invitation and saying, “yes.”  Trusting God to know who ought to be saints. Saints are made by building houses for the homeless, feeding the hungry and offering hospitality, offering space to those with physical and mental difficulties, by playing and praying together, working together and treating each other with kindness and understanding. Saints are made by saying “yes” to God’s invitation right here.


Here we are, minding our own business, and along comes God. Oh, we don’t always recognize God. We see a grieving friend. We hear of someone who has lost a spouse.  Something within us causes us to say “yes.” But it’s more than recognizing a need. I think it’s about faith. It’s about belief in God and belief that God believes in us and works through us.  It’s about belief that God can use even us to do his work. We know when we see it and feel it. And we also sure know when we don’t!  We look at a world around us filled with crime, greed, mean spirited behavior and we wonder – are there saints anymore?

Oh yes, we wonder if we are up to the task. Even with our own children there were days when we wondered if god knew what he was doing. Surely, like Moses recommending his brother Aaron for the job, God could have chosen someone else to take on the task.  

We gather together and try to remember what we are called to do and to be. We sing a hymn, say a prayer, reach out with a hand of greeting, and share a cup of coffee, hoping against hope that we can fulfill God’s plan for us; that we can somehow work with others even though we have nothing in common at times or have no understanding of them. Just ordinary little people.  Ordinary people – you and me. What is God asking of us today? God believes in you, you know.  God really does believe that you are holy.   

Remember, we are God’s own people. A royal priesthood. We really are. Amen.   
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