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Who Can God Use?

The future is a mystery to us all.  If you were able to see into the future what do you think you would do with that information?  Play the stock market; buy the winning lottery ticket, bet on the right horse?  How would you use that information and who would benefit?  As you consider that question let’s take a look at our lesson today from Judges.

The book we call ‘Judges’ is set in the time between the Hebrews coming out of the desert and the time of the establishment of the kingdom of Israel.  The people are led by Judges, men except for Deborah, who are administrators, champions, warriors who settling disputes and lead the people in times of adversity.  Here we find that Deborah who also has the distinction of being a prophet is also judge over Israel.  Somehow her gift as a prophet has elevated her to a position of political responsibility.  

Now the country has been under the boot of the Canaanites who have a super weapon, an iron chariot.  They have been able to oppress the Israelites for 20 years.  Like the time of Moses in Egypt, the people have called out to God.  God has heard their cry and sends deliverance.  We could probably find a lot of things that are important about this story but what I want to focus on is how – or rather in whom God chooses to answer this cry.  God chooses the very unlikely person of Deborah.  

But this is nothing new; God is always choosing the unlikely, the stone that the builder rejected.    

God chose Sarah who was past the age for barring children, and Jacob who was not the first born.  God chose Joseph who was a trouble maker and thrown into the well by his brothers and sold into slavery.  God chose Moses who couldn’t speak; David who was the least of his brothers and a murderer, as was Moses and Paul; Ruth who was a foreigner, Rahab who was a prostitute, Esther who some might call “window dressing,” Elisabeth who was barren, and Mary who was a child’ to name only a few.  In those days women were considered weak and incapable of exercising responsible leadership, and to be defeated or killed by a woman was by many contemporaries of that day considered the greatest of embarrassments.   There are still barriers for women.  Several years ago Barbara Bush delivering the commencement address at Wellesley College (a private, highly selective women’s college in Massachusetts) said, “Someday someone will follow in my footsteps, and preside over the White House as the president’s spouse.  I wish him well.”  
It is as if God were choosing the most unlikely person on purpose.  I am reminded of the well known story of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the prominent theologian prior and during WWII who was imprisoned and finally executed for attempting to assassinate Adolf Hitler.  While in prison he wrote that he faced a terrible crisis of faith and prayed for strength.  He said that God withheld that strength till the very last moment so that he would know that the strength came from God and not from himself.  Maybe it is the same with who God chooses to deliver us.  God chooses the most unlikely so that we will know that the deliverance comes from God and not from ourselves.

There are several characters in this story.  There is the enemy king Jabin and his general Sisera and his chariots of iron.  On the other side is Barak (whose name means “lightening” who is the general of the Israelites and Deborah (whose name means “bee” as in ‘honey bee’) but who is called the woman (or wife) of Lappidoth  (which in Hebrew means torch.)  Literally she is the woman of the torch – a woman on fire.  Something tells me nobody called her “honey.”

She is also a prophet who sits under a palm tree and meditates or prays all day.  People come to her to not only lead the people but to give guidance in affairs both of national significance and of a spiritual nature.  Deborah calls Barak and tells him that God is about to deliver the Israelites from the hand of the Canaanites.   And that is what God does.  There is a lot more to this story, including some very gory parts but we can save that for another day.  The point is that it was God who saved Israel and it was Deborah who God chose to deliver them.  There is no one that God cannot use to God’s glory.   
What was it that Deborah did that made her special?  I would say nothing really, for it was not Deborah that saved her people but God.   And it is God that is acting in the world for the good of the world all the time.  

I mentioned to begin, what would you do if you could see the future?  Many of us might well try to exploit it for our own glory.  That is not what Deborah did.  Deborah was a person of great faith.  In other world she was a person who put her faith/ her trust in God even when it was difficult, even when it was costly.  As a prophet she gives us an example to follow as we try to listen and follow where God is leading us.  

What can we do?  What can we do when we are suffering deeply, and there is no end in sight?  There are no easy answers, never has been, no formula for quick success.  Still what did Deborah’s life look like?  First of all she spent a lot of time in prayer, sitting with God under the palm trees.  When we are suffering we might sit under a tree, or in a chair, in order to pray, to meditate, to contemplate – to simply sit with God.  

Another example comes from this story and from her general Barak.  When he was sent to do battle with the enemy he asked that Deborah might come with him.   For me he is saying, if you think God is sending us to do battle against this super weapon, then why don’t you come with us?  Deborah agrees.  Perhaps he wanted moral support, her wisdom, her guidance.  As members of a community of faith we do not face hardships alone.  We have companions in faith to accompany us, to walk beside us, to counsel and strengthen us.     
Theologian Stanley Hauerwas claims that God always provides a saint for each and every congregation.  In that way, even in the deepest despair, apathy, and oppression God is with us.  God is with us in the form of men and women of the torch, people on fire for God.  What do these people, these saints look like?  They may well be the ones we suspect the least.  They may be the small, humble, and unassuming woman who brings a pot of soup to your door when you are sick; or they could be on the phone inviting us out of our routine and out to lunch; maybe they are singing in the choir or sitting beside us in our Sunday school class, or on the softball team.  Most surprising of all, one of them may even be you.  
Look around you; we are surrounded by God’s love.  In the midst of our struggle God gives us one another.   Thanks be to God.        
