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“By Whose Authority?”
Deuteronomy 18:15-20 & Mark 1:21-28

Kahikina was born to missionary parents in what was once known as Southern Rhodesia.  We met while we were students in seminary in 1979.  Over the years we kept in touch as she began her ministry serving churches in California and then here in Hawaiÿi.  

Several years ago she told me about a trip she had made back to the place where she was born.  The country had changed.

In 1980 Robert Mugabe became the first elected President of what was formerly Southern Rhodesia, now Zimbabwe.  There was great hope that the future would bring changes for the better.  At the time of his election much was made of the fact that Mugabe was a Christian.  Surely the prospects of a prosperous, free, and independent Zimbabwe would come to pass.  

Now almost two and half decades later, life in Zimbabwe has gone from bad to worse.  It has the world’s highest inflation rate, 80% unemployment and an HIV/AIDS rate of more than 20%.


The life expectancy of its citizens has declined since 1988 from 62 to 38 years.  Farming collapsed after 2000 when Mugabe began seizing white-owned farms, giving most of them to political allies with no background in agriculture.


Last year Mugabe launched his infamous campaign known as Operation Murambatsvina (Clean the Filth).  The operation resulted in the forcible eviction of some 700,000 people from their homes or businesses “to restore” what the government said was needed:  “order and sanity.”


At the start of this new year, Mugabe was ranked fourth among the world’s worst dictators by Parade:  The Sunday Newspaper Magazine that appears as a supplement in our local daily newspaper.   The report was based in part on the reports of several global human rights organizations including Human Rights Watch, Freedom House, Reporters Without Borders, and Amnesty International.  Mugabe was not far behind Omar al Bashir of Sudan; Kim Jong-il of North Korea; and Than Shwe of Myanmar or what was formerly known as Burma ("The World's 10 Worst Dictators," David Wallechinsky, Parade, Parade Publications, New York, January 22, 2006, Page 4).

These men (and they all are happen to be men) exercise arbitrary authority over the lives of their own citizens and cannot be removed from power through legal means. But whether their political ideologies or that of other world leaders are communist or fascist; socialist or capitalist; whether they are from countries in Europe, Asia, Africa, the Americas or anywhere else; whether they are dictators or kings, presidents or “pharaohs;”  God's judgment will ultimately fall upon the just and unjust.


Where are the prophets among us today who will speak to the dictators or kings, and to the presidents or “pharaohs” of our day?  Our reading from The Book of Deuteronomy is composed of Moses’ farewell address or addresses to the Hebrew people just before they moved across the Jordan River.  The book is concerned with the future of Israel and the shape that future would take.


One element in that future is expressed in our reading today, namely, the coming of a

prophet like Moses.  The tasks of the prophet include standing between God and the people, just as Moses stood between the people and God at the giving of the law at Mt. Horeb; being the one to whom God’s divine will is revealed, the one in whose mouth God’s words are put; and proclaiming the word of God to the people.

Moses was called to be such a prophet.  A full reading of the Old Testament reveals a broader picture of Moses’ not only as a prophet but as a miracle worker, a person of authority, and the founder of the Hebrew faith.  He was not only the lawgiver.  He was also pictured as the redemptive leader from Egyptian bondage.  Moses also spoke out against pharaoh.  


What makes the reading from the Old Testament compelling is its clear warning:  "If a prophet speaks in the name of the Lord but the thing does not take place or prove true, it is a word that the Lord has not spoken.  The prophet has spoken it presumptuously; do not be frightened by it."  (Deuteronomy 18:22).


There are would-be prophets across the United States who would have us believe that the evil we see in our world is to be found in those like Mugabe or Kim and not in ourselves.  But we know better.


As Americans in the United States, we know we live in uncertain times!  Our days grow more perilous.  The continuing "war on terror" appears to have increased our own anxieties and fears.  We grow more and more cautious about what we say and about what we do.


We seek to justify the abuse and torture of those whom we say are our enemies.  We seek to justify the electronic surveillance of our own citizens believing that those who express any dissent are held suspect.  


We are reminded time and time again that we are at war and that there is cause for us to be fearful.  But what makes the reading from The Book of Deuteronomy even more compelling are the words of encouragement it offers – whatever may happen, “do not be frightened.”  


Where are the prophets among us today who will speak God’s word of hope to the “pharaohs” and kings, and to the dictators and presidents of our day?  Who will speak God’s word of peace?   Who will dare to say, “Do not be frightened”?  Who will remind us of the words of Jesus, “Do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not let them be afraid”? (John 14:27).

Will God raise such prophets from among those in high places of government or in the hierarchy of the church?  If our reading from Deuteronomy is to serve as a guide for what is possible, the answer is "probably not."  Instead, God will raise such prophets from among who we are as God’s people. 

The Messiah has already come.  We claim a resurrection faith in a living God, in a God whose Spirit continues to be poured out so that our sons and daughters will prophesy, our young men will see visions, our old men shall dream dreams (Acts 2:17).

The prophets we seek are not in lofty places.  Instead, I believe they are to be found in lowly places.  It was in such a place that Jesus was born.


It is true our reading from The Gospel According to Mark sees Jesus as someone who teaches with authority and as someone who carries out God’s redemptive actions in much the same way that a prophet like Moses did centuries earlier.  But I believe we would diminish the significance of the marvelous ways in which God continues to speak to us through those whom we least expect if we assume that a mighty prophet is someone who is a 6’4”, 240 pound man with a booming voice.


Consider the call of the prophets who have gone before us.  Jeremiah was a boy.  Anna was an old widow.  Amos was a shepherd.  Isaiah was a married man with two sons.  Though it’s not entirely clear what happened to Hosea, it appears that he was once married to Gomer, a prostitute, with whom he had three children, divorced and then remarried.  Zechariah, like Jeremiah, was a PK not in the sense that he was a preacher’s kid but in that he was the son of a priest.

Micah came from a small village.  Jesus himself grew up in Nazareth, the place from which his mother came.  It was an insignificant agricultural village that caused some to be scornful and skeptical of Jesus’ mission.  "Can anything good come out of Nazareth?" the people would ask when mention was made that Jesus was a Nazarene.   

If Deuteronomy speaks of a prophet like Moses arising from among the people, then Mark speaks of a prophet like Jesus arising from among the people.  But where are the prophets among us today?  

They are, among other places, right here in this sanctuary.  If the prophets among us are to speak to the ways in which we have allowed fear to become the fertile ground from which evil will flourish, it will be in the name of the Lord.  We must heed their words for if such words take place or prove true, we will be held accountable for what we say and do.

It was the prophet Micah who came from the common people of the village of Moresheth in Judean foothills southwest of Jerusalem.  He as not of noble descent or a native of Jerusalem like the prophet Isaiah.  But Micah stood solidly with Amos, Hosea and Isaiah as a fierce champion of the worship of God and of social justice and he shares with them the word of judgment against God's own people (Micah 1:2-3:12; 6:1-7:7).


It is Micah who says, "God has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice and to love kindness and to walk humbly with your God" (Micah 6:8).  May God raise such prophets as Micah not only among the people of Zimbabwe, Sudan, North Korea, and Myanmar, but may God also raise such prophets not only among us but across the United States and throughout all the nations. 


Amen.
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