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Grace Episcopal Church           The Feast of St. Martin of Tours

Amherst, Massachusetts          November 11, 2007

By the Rt. Rev. Jeffery Rowthorn

              WHAT CAN ONE PERSON DO?

Lessons:   Isaiah 58: 6-12; Matthew 25:34-40

        ______________________________________

      Overshadowed by the great bulk of Canterbury Cathedral there is a little church which, but for one thing, it would be easy to ignore. It so happens that, little as it is, it can boast of being the oldest parish church in England. When the French princess, Bertha, married the heir to the king of Kent, one of the conditions was that she could continue to worship as a Christian. And so around the year 590, more than 1400 years ago, an old Roman building became instead a royal chapel which Bertha then dedicated to her favorite saint. The saint whom we are commemorating today. 

      In the middle years of the fourth century a young man named Martin was obliged by law to follow in his father's footsteps and join the Roman army. He was just fifteen at the time and was already enrolled as a catechumen, a candidate undergoing the lengthy instruction required of all who were seeking to be baptized. Assigned to a cavalry regiment in the north of France, he practiced his Christian faith as best he could while attending to his military duties. And then one day he had an experience that has been remembered ever since.

      It was bitterly cold as Martin rode out from the garrison, clad in his armor and heavy military cloak. Suddenly he encountered a poor, nearly naked man, begging the passers-by for help. Nobody responded except for Martin who drew his sword, cut his cloak in half and wrapped the freezing man in one part of it. And that night Jesus, wearing the half-cloak that Martin had given to the man in need, appeared to him in a dream. ”Martin”, the Lord said, “while still a catechumen, has covered me with his mantle”. And next day Martin chose to be baptized at the age of eighteen.

      Some time later he asked to be discharged from the army to become instead a “soldier for Christ”. He was now determined to live by the two lessons he had learnt on that harsh winter day: the lesson that Christ is encountered in the poor and needy of the world, and the lesson that the way of discipleship is the way of non-violence. For fifty years, as priest and monk and then as Bishop of Tours, he remembered his baptism and some words of St. Paul which, once heard, were never forgotten: ”If then we live by the Spirit, let us also walk by the Spirit” (Galatians 5:25).

      Those words and the lessons read to us this morning inspired two other Martins, much closer to our own time. First, from the prophet Isaiah:

                  ”Is not this the fast that I choose:

                  to loose the bonds of injustice....

                  to let the oppressed go free, and to break every yoke?

                  Is it not to share your bread with the hungry,

                  and to bring the homeless poor into your house;

                  when you see the naked, to cover them,

                  and not to hide yourself from your own kin?”

                                                (Isaiah 58:6-7)

      Words like those and a deep Christian faith empowered Martin Luther King, Jr. to be a prophet in our times, a voice able to rally African Americans and move the consciousness of many Whites. In just thirteen years he loosed the bonds of injustice as leader of the Montgomery bus boycott and helped the oppressed go free through the passage of the Civil Rights Act. And, like Martin of Tours before him, this Martin also heard the Lord speaking to him. Speaking to reassure him as he wept and prayed, alone in his kitchen, after receiving yet another death threat:  ”Martin”, the Lord said, “stand up for righteousness, stand up for justice, and you will never be alone, no, never alone.”

Sustained by this experience, he shared his dream that we would all be “free at last”, free with the blessed liberty of the children of God. When an assassin's bullet took him, he too had lived by the Spirit and walked by the Spirit, remembering his baptism from first to last.

      And now from the Gospel of Matthew:

                       ”Then the righteous will answer him,

       'Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry and gave you  

       food,

                        or thirsty and gave you something to drink?

                        And when was it that we saw you a stranger

                        and welcomed you, or naked and gave you clothing?'

                        And when was it that we saw you sick

                        or in prison and visited you?'

                        And the king will answer them, 'Truly I tell you,

                        just as you did it to one of the least of these

                        my brothers and sisters, you did it to me'.”

                                                      (Matthew 25:37-40)

Words like those and a deep Christian faith empowered Martin Dent to act on a discovery he had made while serving as an agricultural advisor in Kenya. An unlikely discovery in a very unlikely part of the Bible. In chapter 25 of the Book of Leviticus he read about the Biblical doctrine of Jubilee:

                  [And the Lord said to Moses:]

                  ”You shall hallow the fiftieth year

and you shall proclaim liberty throughout the land 

to all its inhabitants. It shall be a jubilee for you.”  

(Leviticus 25:10)

A jubilee allowing debts to be forgiven and making a new start possible for one and all. This inspired Martin Dent to ask what better way could there be to celebrate the Millennium than to apply this Biblical teaching to the problem of crippling international debt?

      And so JUBILEE 2000 was launched, and support for it grew by leaps and bounds. So much so that it was called “a crusade that works”, influencing the G8 nations to reduce the debt owed by the poorest nations to the richest by billions of dollars. And this has snowballed so that today we are beginning to understand that an end to poverty in the world, poverty and all its fearsome consequences, is no longer just an idealistic dream but a matter of the will. Unlike all previous generations, we now have it in our power to give the hungry millions food to eat, clean water to drink, clothing to cover their nakedness, medicine for their bodies and education for their minds. And people like Bono of the band U2 and Bill Gates and Oprah Winfrey and Warren Buffett and Jimmy Carter have thrown their money and fame and influence behind this profoundly Christian concern. ”The world now has the means to end extreme poverty; pray that we may have the will.”

      Martin of Tours, Martin Luther King, Jr. and Martin Dent - each of them heard and believed those words of Jesus: ”As you did it to one of the least of these my brothers and sisters, you did it to me.” They believed and they acted, showing us in very different ways what one person can do. And now it is our turn to hear Jesus' words and to respond. So what can we do? In the face of overwhelming need, what can one person, one small group, one congregation or community or diocese do?

      Judith lives here in Massachusetts, a mother of three and a nurse and midwife by training. She has long been motivated to be of service to others and has visited women in their communities, clinics and cottage industries in different parts of the world. Knowing that she didn't need any more “things”, her children gave her instead, as a sixtieth birthday present, a trip to the Oaxaca region of Mexico. ”Without knowing it,“ Judith writes, “they gave me a vision instead”.

      In remote mountain villages she met Mixteca women from one of the indigenous groups in that poverty-stricken part of Mexico. It was soon obvious that they had two pressing needs: a maternity clinic and a way to support themselves financially. With Judith's active support and encouragement they started a clinic and formed themselves into El Circulo de las Mujeres (The Circle of Women). Forty-six of them learnt to weave, using beautiful local designs, and with Judith's help those shawls are being sold over the Internet. She visits Oaxaca several times a year, and this has been for her, as she puts it, “the opportunity of a lifetime.”

      Despite all the question-marks hanging right now over the future of our Church and our nation, the Holy Spirit is actively at work among us, giving each of us at this moment “the opportunity of a lifetime”. The chance, in large ways and small, to make poverty history and to bring Jesus' words to pass: ”I have come that all may have life, and may have it in all its fullness”. Do not let this opportunity slip through your fingers. Rather, as individual Christians and as Grace Church in Amherst, sieze it with both hands, imaginatively, faithfully and creatively. And as you do, remember these words that we sang right before this sermon:

                  ”Praise then Father, Son, and Spirit,

                  loving, saving, feeding still;

                  we by grace shall life inherit

                  and the world its hopes fulfill;

                  make your Church, O Lord, in this place

                  love's memorial and sign.”

                              (“Taking Bread to Bless and Break“, v. 6)

This church in this place - love's memorial and sign. That is amazing grace indeed!
