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4th Sunday of Easter, Year A

4/13/2008

Acts2:42-47; I Peter 2:19-25; John 10:1-10

Focus Statement: Today is Jubilee Sunday and Good Shepherd Sunday how are the two connected?

Many of you may have come this morning hoping for a reflection on the Good Shepherd since today, the Fourth Sunday of Easter it has often been referred to as Good Shepherd Sunday. We read this passage from John each year at this time. I hope not to disappoint those people. But for the most part I will focus this sermon on the reading from Acts 2 because it is Jubilee Sunday. It has been established as such by the Jubilee; USA Network whose mission is to free the poor nations of the global south from the debt owed to the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. Let me offer some history of this debt from materials distributed by the Jubilee Network. Most of us can remember the last big ‘oil crisis’ in the 70’s when the cost of oil increased 400% over the space of 8 years. The companies selling oil made astronomical profits and invested it in US and European Banks. The banks had so much money they went looking for people who needed loans. They saw countries of the global south and said “here’s some money to build roads and schools and all you need and we won’t even charge much interest” they found takers and some countries even did build roads and schools but some of the money was used by dictators for their own comforts. These countries had many resources in the form of raw materials and they could pay their debt by selling these raw materials to the global north, get the money and then pay the money back to the banks of the global north. 

Those of us who remember the 70’s will then remember the recession of the 80’s. The global north did not want so many raw materials, the banks raised the interest rates to as much as 27% and then the loans got sold off to the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund and other regional banks. It was not possible for these countries to get out of debt. Efforts were made to help relieve the debt but the countries were forced to open their markets to unfair competition from the global north and expand their exporting of those items desired by the north. In the end this ruined many of the economies of the countries of the global south and their people have slipped even further into poverty and hunger.

This week we are being asked to encourage our legislators to support the passage of the Jubilee Act. This act requires the Treasury Department to work for 100% cancellation of the debt of every country that requires the money to address issues of extreme poverty.  The act is up for consideration on Tuesday or Wednesday and thanks to Joanne Droppers, we have downstairs cards that can be signed and will be hand delivered to our legislator’s local offices with an additional word to encourage them to vote for its passage. She also brought e-mail addresses and telephone numbers if one wants to make their own statements to their elected officials.

The more time I spent these last two weeks considering this sermon the more I realized just how complicated it is to end global poverty. Not that I ever thought it would be easy so it made sense to me to focus on one mosquito net at a time which was something I could make sense of in my life. The newest Christian Century has a cover article entitled, ‘How US aid fails the poor’ followed by another article on farm subsidies. It makes me think that often what we say we are doing to help the poor in fact is set up to help wealthy individuals and corporations and may or may not actually be of help to the poor. 

The thing about the Jubilee Year or the Year of the Lord as described in Leviticus 25 is that two things would happen -the land would revert to the original occupants so if someone had acquired a great deal of land and wealth there would be a limit to how much could be accumulated because the land, the creation, did not belong to human beings it belonged to God. All indentured Israelites could also return to their clans or families. And the land was not to be worked because God would provide rich crops in advance to cover the lean years when nothing was planted. Interestingly, there is no record of the Jubilee year ever being celebrated.  Which I suppose should come as no big surprise.

 During these two weeks I have been seeing ads for a National Geographic program tonight on what the “carbon footprint” of the average American might look like. One conclusion I remember is that if all people on the earth were to live like Americans we would need 4 earths to support that kind of lifestyle so I guess it makes sense that NASA is trying to figure out if it would be possible for us to inhabit Mars. In the end our lifestyle cannot be supported by God’s gift of this world.

Now I do not want it to look like I hang out all day watching TV but it has also been the 40th anniversary of the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King and I a heard a clip of his last speech, “I see the Promised Land.”  The phrase that stuck in my mind, “let us develop a kind of dangerous unselfishness” so I copied out the entire speech. I wondered what it might look like today in 2008 to develop a “dangerous unselfishness” an unselfishness where we put the needs of others ahead of our own, where we ask as Dr King says latter, “ what will happen to the people I don’t help” not “what will happen to me if I do help them”

This ‘dangerous unselfishness’ might be the kind of unselfishness Luke writes about in Acts, when he writes that all who believed in the Apostles teachings came together and held everything in common. They would sell what they had and give to any who had needs. …” they broke bread at home and ate their food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and having the goodwill of all the people.” In Robert Walls commentary on Acts he writes that today, our sense of private ownership is the principal motivation for hard work but it is not what Luke believed. “For Luke the Kingdom of God is the real world; there can be no economic policy more prudent, therefore, than one that cultivates a community of goods in which class divisions are dismantled under the aegis of the Holy Spirit. Why should this be so? Social inequality of any sort fosters no good thing. It is impossible (and finally impractical) to achieve a lasting unity, no matter how important the cause, if inequality persists. This is why Luke is so keen to press the inclusiveness of God’s salvation.” (p.73) 

In Gail R O’Day’s commentary on John in the New Interpreters Bible, she asks the question “What does it mean for the church to live as Jesus’ sheep?” (p. 673) and I wondered how we were to discern his voice in all the activity that surrounds us. Since he asks for us to love one another, I wondered what he might think about how we are doing in living into that commandment. If he was modeling the devotion a shepherd would show to his sheep, what is our response? Might he have wanted us to live as the converts in Acts lived or as near to it as we could get? Would he not want us to serve those who stand in need of our assistance?

The world has become deeply divided between the haves and the have-nots. As Presiding Bishop Katharine points out in her letter to the House of Representatives, there are countries in Africa that pay more in debt repayment than they receive in foreign aid to combat poverty. The work being done in support of meeting the Millennium Development Goals can be lost to the achievement of those goals as long as the debt has a stranglehold on these countries. She concludes with “ In the Christian tradition, the Scriptures tell us that Jesus preached the very first sermon of his public ministry on the expectation of Jubilee, drawing from Isaiah’s prophecy of liberty for the oppressed and a season of God’s favor for all people. Our nation, in its finest hours, has been a bringer of Jubilee to neighbors in need around the world, and our present engagement in the fight to rid the world of death-dealing poverty and disease is a signal of how deeply that spirit of Jubilee is inscribed in the hearts of our own citizens. Debt cancellation is a critical step in that fight, and I urge your strong support for the Jubilee Act…”

We here at St. Stephen’s have been working towards meeting the Millennium Development Goals but it seems that it is also important to work towards the passage of the Jubilee Act. We live in a very complex world and we need to work against the inequalities that exist and begin to develop our own ‘dangerous unselfishness’ so we can know that Jesus came to the world for all of us, “that we may have life, and have it abundantly.”

