Sermon - Proper 21 B – The Rev. Susan K. Bock
Today we heard two stories that show the anxious control we try to exert over others, even God, when we fear that God’s gifts might somehow get into the wrong people, and used the wrong way.  
Back then, it was that young man who went tattling to Moses, “There are a couple of folks, back at the camp, prophesying, and they’re just regular people, not even elders!” And Joshua pleading with Moses to stop them.  
Then it was the disciples whining to Jesus, “Lord, someone’s casting out demons in your name, and he’s not even one of us!”  
(By the way, they had tried it, some days back, and couldn’t do it, which might shed some light on their jealousy!).  Such concern for ministerial imposters, not properly called, qualified, prepared and credentialed!   
Well, you know, the more things change, the more they stay the same!  Because today, it’s the church all worked up, about whether gays should have the gifts and be ordained.  A few decades ago, it was whether women should.  
We, in the Church, have very elaborate ways of protecting the ministry, and keeping the wrong folks out-advisory commissions, psychological tests, ordination exams, grueling interviews, canonical requirements-we can’t have just any-old-body doing the work of God in the name of Christ.  
I once heard our bishop express great frustration at discovering in his parish visits that lay people were reading the gospel at worship, instead of the ordained persons who are supposed to do it.  
I get it, I do; there are rubrics, traditions, and canons that promote order in the Church and guard its life as institution.  But I couldn’t help thinking that day, that if lay people hadn’t proclaimed the gospel in our earliest years, when there were no bishops, priests or deacons, we wouldn’t even be here now.  
Why do we get so jealously protective of the Spirit, as though even she shouldn’t apportion her gifts as she will, to whomever she will?
If Moses or Jesus had been delegates to the last few General Conventions, where such things are laboriously hammered out, they might well have stood up and asked, 

“What are you so afraid of?  Would that all the Lord’s people were prophets and preachers, pastors and priests!  There’s so much to do…would that all God’s people were ministers!  
The Spirit wants to pour out her gifts everywhere, on everyone, by any means possible, so what’s with all the envy, and fear, and control?  Why all the roadblocks, restrictions and rules?”
I wouldn’t know how to answer Moses and Jesus.  I’ve thought long and hard, and I don’t get why we think we must micro-manage the Spirit, who’s calling, anointing, and empowering for all she’s worth, while we argue about who is worthy of her.

The truth is, none of us are worthy of her.  The truth is, all of us are.  Because it isn’t about us. It’s about God, whose love, like an ocean-sized waterfall drenching the world, claims, and gifts, and calls absolutely everybody, no exceptions.  
Whose love defies our feeble attempts to control it, springing up, bursting through, 
pushing past, flowing over, trickling under whatever gets in its way. 
I wonder if you have heard the story of James Trammel, incarcerated in a California prison for second-degree murder?  In prison he became an Episcopalian, then began a congregation of inmates, and finally was ordained to the priesthood.  After Bishop Swing ordained him, they went to the vending machine and got a croissant and grape juice, which James proceeded to consecrate for the Eucharist.  Behind bars, James still pastors his people.
The gifts of God for the people of God are holy gifts for holy people, poured on us all for the sake of the world.  So what are we so afraid of?

I think we’re afraid of God.  I think we’re afraid the Spirit might really get all the way loose in us.  I think we want her gifts but are afraid of them…what if we shine too brightly? What if the task is too hard?   

Maybe we’re afraid the Spirit will give the gifts to everyone else, but pass us right by, or that we’re unworthy, or that we’ll fail at the ministry we’re given to do.
We’re afraid because it’s an awesome, frightening thing to be laid hold of by God.  As Marianne Williamson said, “It’s not our darkness we’re afraid of; it’s our light.  ‘Who am I, we say, to have these gifts, this calling, this treasure in such a clumsy earthen vessel as me?  ‘Who am I?’”

We’re afraid, understandably, of God’s gifts and God’s power, but instead of dealing with our fear of God’s life in us, we try to manage it as it’s given to everyone else!
Like the young man who ran to tell Moses of the scandalous goings-on back at camp.  All Eldad and Medad did was to have  the nerve to be wide open to God, wherever they were, whatever that would mean, so God bypassed the committee, and went straight on over to camp to pour out the Spirit on whomever he would.    

And the disciples who were all disturbed because someone outside their circle was casting out demons, and he wasn’t even licensed, examined, authorized, legitimized, initiated, trained, or ordained.  How improper and out of order!
Would that we were all more like Eldad and Medad and that nameless, brazen disciple.  
Would that we all were as wide-open to the gifts of God. Would that we were all as generous, courageous, and audacious in their use as those three.
My friend Jackie just had her last dose of chemotherapy for breast cancer, the conclusion of a long and terrifying confrontation with her own mortality.  She wanted to bring gifts for the doctor, the nurses, and for a few others.  By that last day, she still hadn’t decided on something for the doctor, but it could wait-she’d see her again in follow-up visits.  Jackie got some little treats for each of the nurses.  But then she went to Macy’s and bought two small pieces of jewelry, a stretch for Jackie’s budget.  These were for the housekeeper and the lunch lady, who didn’t need a fancy title, no lengthy seminary training, no smells and bells ordination, to bring the Spirit’s love and power down for a frightened and hurting soul.
They listened to Jackie, they held her, the spoke faith and love to her, they brought her warm blankets, and sandwiches. In a hundred ways, they offered the simple cup of cold water. 
There were her ministers, though they weren’t ordained, her own Eldad and Medad, open to the Spirit, sharing the gifts, right where they were. They were Christ to her, because that’s what she needed.

Would that all the Lord’s people were prophets and priests, little Christs to all who need us.  

But, we are.  You are.  Each of you has been drenched in the holy spirit of God, given gifts, for a particular work that only you can do, a ministry of healing, or justice, or compassion, that won’t get done unless you do it.

So don’t be afraid.  Don’t wait to be appointed, anointed, elected, certified, enrolled, or ordained.  Don’t wait to be worthy, or ready, or asked.  Just do it.  The call of God, the ministry of Jesus, and the gifts of the Spirit are yours.  All God’s people are prophets and preachers, pastors and priests, and you, even you, even you, are among them.  
Amen.
