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Last Sunday we left Anabel right on the edge of a difficult decision.  What to do, what to do, what should she do?  Back a year or so ago, she wouldn’t have felt a need to do anything.  Where she’d grown up, racial prejudice and homophobia were common place, the nasty jokes a predictable, even acceptable part of the culture, the nasty jokes not recognized as bigotry, never labeled evil.  But lately Anabel’s been thinking a lot about Christianity, not just about going to church on Sundays, but about Christian living as daily walking where Jesus walked, along the way of love and justice.  And, over the last several months, one thing has come clear to Anabel:  along the Jesus path, there is no place for racial prejudice and homophobia.  And so tonight, at this party, Anabel knows that she’s at a critical point in her life as a Christian.  Will she with courage honor her commitment to gospel love and justice, or veer away from that path?

Anabel’s brother, Anabel’s best friend, and Anabel’s boss also are at the party, and the three of them have started making nasty comments about a woman named Sandra, comments laden with racial prejudice and homophobia.  Standing there with them, Anabel feels caught between the proverbial rock and a hard place.
If she says nothing, by her silence she will be implicitly complicit with the attitudes and behaviors which cause thousands of God’s children to suffer.  But if she speaks up, she might offend her boss and lose the job she needs as a single mother supporting three children.  And speaking up could and probably would cause big trouble in her relationships with her brother and her best friend.  Couldn’t Anabel just change the subject of the conversation?  Or must she, a Christian, speak up on behalf of Sandra and so many others?
Standing there, Anabel makes her decision.  She takes a deep breath, and she changes the subject of the conversation.  And we, who have waited a week to hear her big decision, probably most of us feel let down, disappointed, her decision really anticlimactic.  We had hoped that Anabel would be one of those heroes we need to guide us, and that her decision would inspire us to greater commitment and more courage along the sacred path.  But Anabel has done what we do and later feel guilty about:  she’s copped out.  Or has she?
Remember what a very wise poet of long ago wrote.  “There is a time to speak and a time to stay silent.”  A party really isn’t the best time to probe the depths of prejudice, is it?  The irrational, not sane, but irrational thinking which is necessary to keep prejudice alive, that kind of thinking all tangled up with deeply embedded fears and phobias – how could you possibly tackle all that at a party?

Maybe Anabel didn’t cop out, although it will definitely become a cop out if she never seeks, never seizes a time for speaking, if instead she allows silent time to wash over and drown speaking time.  But, she’s not going to cop out; she’s going to speak, but first, she’s going to use middle time.  What’s middle time?  Well, the poet doesn’t mention it, but it’s that time between staying silent and speaking up.  It is not, however, dead time, an empty space, a place for escape.  It’s full of preparation, middle time, a time to be used well.

Anabel leaves that party realizing that she has unfinished business.  And, because she wants to live authentically as a Christian, she’s well aware that she can’t leave that business forever unfinished.  So, for weeks, she does a lot of thinking.  She thinks about what she wants to say, and, equally important, about how to say it.  The how of saying it is critically important, can make the difference between prompting defensiveness and prompting openness to listen.

Knowing her brother and her best friend very well, and pretty sure about her boss, after a lot of thinking, Anabel makes another decision.  She will not “get in their faces,” as some say.  Nor will she lecture them, neither about culture nor about the Bible.  Nor will she try to put them on a guilt trip.  And neither is she going to say it all at once, in one conversation.  Instead, Anabel is going to do what our Madison Square group discussed last Wednesday.

She’s going to start planting seeds, a little seed here, a little seed there, a seed today, a seed tomorrow.  She’s going to start planting seeds, trusting God in God’s own time to grow those seeds and bring them to bloom.  And isn’t that consistent with what Jesus himself often did?

Oh, certainly there were occasions when Jesus lived the prophet’s call, confronting injustice directly and immediately and boldly, in a full, frontal assault, as it were, and, yes, sometimes at a party.  Yet, so often, Jesus’ own walk along the sacred path was spent teaching, patiently teaching, not laying a whole semester’s lessons on his students in one hour, but a little at a time, a seed to think about today, tomorrow another seed for further thinking.  The time for speaking, see, it can be elongated, stretched out.  And isn’t it true that the patient planting of seeds can create, by God’s grace, the healing touch which softens hearts and opens minds?
I’m remembering how it was when I first went to the church in Austin to serve as Associate Pastor.  The senior pastor, Jim Mahon, and I became the closest of friends.  Every day since his death I have grieved his absence in my life.  But before we could become friends, there was an issue to be addressed – not racial prejudice or homophobia, but that holdover from patriarchal society:  sexism.

Now Jim was not a sexist.  He’s didn’t view woman as inferior, less intelligent, less capable than men.  But, just as Anabel had grown up accustomed to racial prejudice and homophobia, Jim had grown up in a world which was accustomed to certain comments made by men to women, didn’t recognize those comments as at all sexist.  So, at first Jim would say things like, “I just love having an associate pastor who has great legs.”

What to do, what to do, what should I do?  I knew that Jim had no idea that comments like that might be offensive to women.  I knew he was a good guy, so kind and compassionate and tender-hearted.  I knew that if I confronted him about comments which really were a product of his innocent ignorance, he’d be cut to the quick, and the last thing I wanted to do was hurt him.  At the same time, I knew I’d be doing myself no favor were I to let him continue in behavior which caused me to grind my teeth.  And what about my sisters, other women clergy, really all women – wasn’t there a justice issue here, those attitudes and behaviors which oppress, put women down, even if unintentionally?  Wouldn’t it be a cop out, a veering off the sacred path, if I stayed silent?  But mostly, I was concerned for Jim himself.  He made comments like that frequently to other women, not just to me, and I was afraid that one day some woman would blast him out of the waters of innocence and hurt him deeply.
So, I decided to start planting seeds.  I starting telling Jim stories about other women I knew, who were having to contend with the sexist attitudes and behaviors of their bosses.  The stories I told Jim were true – well, I might have embellished a wee bit, to make sure he was getting it, but get it he did.  Kind, caring, compassionate Jim:  he was outraged, ready to go to bat for those women, ready to take on their bosses himself.  Not only did he stop even jokingly referring to me as “the preachette,” he took a giant leap way out ahead of me, to become one of the staunchest feminists our world has ever seen.  And did he ever laugh the day I returned from a car dealership and told him what I’d done.  I’d approached a woman in the show room who was holding an arm load of folders.  I told her I needed to talk to a salesman.  “I am a salesperson,” she said.
Life as a Christian:  if you take it seriously, truly want to walk that sacred path styled in the style of Jesus, you’ll find yourself from time to time challenged to use the voice God gave you to use.  You’ll find yourself challenged to speak up, to confront racial prejudice, homophobia, sexism, any kind of injustice, anyone or anything that’s inflicting harm on a child of God.  But, of course, those issues aren’t the only challenge for Christians.  Next Sunday we’ll be talking about one of the most difficult challenges of all.
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