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Katie Jones

My name is Katie Jones; and I am a proud member of CTA 20-30.  And it is such an honor and joy to introduce to you tonight our speaker, Bishop John Shelby Sprong.  We turn to the Episcopal tradition in which Bishop Sprong has been saying, “We must do better,” for his entire career.  As Episcopal bishop of Newark, New Jersey for over 20 years, he became leading prophetic voice for women’s rights, for women’s ordination, for gay and lesbian rights, and for racial justice.  And like for all prophets, that made him a controversial figure at times.  In what may have been his boldest move as bishop, he ordained the first openly gay man as an Episcopal priest.
Of course, Bishop Sprong is a respected author and speaker, whose most recent book is titled, “Eternal Life Beyond Religion, Beyond Theism, Beyond Heaven and Hell.”  Collectively, his work has sought to renew the Christian Faith to be true tom the 21st century, and true to Jesus’ spirit of radical welcome. Amen.  He has received way too many awards, too much praise, for me to mention here.  So let us turn it over to the man of the hour, a man of courage, a faithful prophet: Bishop John Shelby Sprong. (Applause)

Faithful Prophets: God Alive in Every Generation
Bishop John Shelby Sprong

(Applause)  You are all very remarkable.  I haven’t said anything yet.  I want to tell you it’s a thrill for me to be here.  One of my most thrilling moments came at dinner tonight.  Spontaneous applause broke across the room because Bishop Gumbleton walked through.  (Applause)   If you are here tonight, Bishop Gumbleton, thank you for your ministry, thank you for your witness.  (Applause)
Recently, I shared an ecumenical service with Archbishop Peter Garrity at the Basilica of the Sacred Heart in Newark.  When the service was over, I was walking with Archbishop Peter Garrity with my wife on my arm.  And I said to him, “Well, you guys do have better quarters, but we have better halves.”  (Laughter)
This is the third opportunity I’ve had to speak to a Call to Action gathering: twice in Milwaukee, and once just recently in Seattle.  I must tell you it is good to be part of a group of people who care so much about their Church that they gather to encourage each other, as you do.  You have lots of support within your Church and beyond your Church.  But let me be sure you recognize that when the Roman Catholic Church is strong, all of Christianity is stronger; and when the Roman Catholic Church is weak, then all of Christianity is weaker.  We need your strong witness.  (Applause)
And the theme of this conference is the role of the faithful prophet.  And I’d like to develop this theme by taking you on a journey through the sacred texts of our tradition.  Have you ever wondered why it was that prophets arose only among the Jews?  There is no other prophetic tradition in no other nation, no other tribe, no other civilization.  There is no counterpoint to the great prophets in any other history – no Isaiah, no Jeremiah, no Ezekiel.  Yet, today, even in Jewish-Christian tradition, the role of the prophet is generally misunderstood.  Today, there are many people that think that what a prophet is, is someone who predicts the future – a kind of ecclesiastical Jane Dixon, (Laughter) or a sacred fortune teller.  In fact, sometimes biblical prophets have been interpreted by Christians just exactly that way.  But that was never the purpose of the prophets; that was never their meaning.
David and Nathan
So first, I want to take you into the biblical story to locate the moment in our sacred history when, I believe, the role of the prophet was established among the Jewish people.  It is a very normal, human story.  It was in the 10th century before the birth of Jesus.  King David had secured the throne among the Jewish people.  He had secured his capitol in Jerusalem.  He was Jewish history’s most powerful king.  He had conquered all his would-be enemies; and his nation was at peace.
He was generally popular with all the people.  He even got along well with the high priest and the established religious tradition.  Their primary agenda was not so much to seek the truth, but to protect their own power.  They somehow believed that they could control the God-human relationship.   But the king supported the religious establishment; and, of course, the religious establishment supported the king.  They had a kind of mutual admiration society.  There is, however, nothing quite so seductive as the sweet narcotic of human praise.  So David began to believe that he had authority to do anything he wished; and the religious community seemed content to allow that to happen.  They needed his power.

So, it happened one afternoon, according to the story in the Book of Samuel, David went out on the rooftop of his palace.  Perhaps he wanted to catch the breeze in the afternoon, or even see the sunset.  Because he was the king, he had the biggest house in Jerusalem, which meant that from his roof top he could look down on all the houses of the city.  And to his delight, he spotted a short distance away a very beautiful woman taking a bath in what she thought was the privacy of her own roof top.
Smitten with her charms, King David sent an emissary inviting her to come to his palace and to have a tryst with the king.  She came.  And in that patriarchal society, perhaps she did not have a choice.  They met.  They made love. She returned home. And David went back to his kingly duties.  This is not the first time such liaison happened in the life of this king.
So in time, the memory of that day faded.  But a couple of months later, David received  a message in his palace from the woman.  Her name was Bathsheba.  The message said something like this: “Dear King.  There is something you need to know.  I am pregnant with your baby.  Signed: Bathsheba.
A bit startled by this news, the King sent for Bathsheba.  “Are you not a married woman?” he said.

“Yes, I am,” she replied.

“Then how do you know that I am the father of this baby?  Could it not have been your husband?”

“O, King!  There is something you need to understand.  My husband is in your army.  He has been out in the battlefield for five or six months.  There is no possibility that he could be the father of this baby.  Know, O King that this baby is yours.”

Well, when that door was closed to the king, he went to “plan B.”  He would simply grant Bathsheba’s husband a furlough.  His name was Uriah, the Hittite.  And he could come home and have a couple of weeks.  And when the baby came, people would say, “Well, it was a little early.” (Laughter)  But that would not be the first time or the last time that such an accounting has been given.
And so the king organized this furlough.  And Uriah, much to his surprise, got notice that he was going to have a couple of weeks off, and he could go home.  He had no idea the reason for that was.  David said, “Well, that takes care of that problem.”  And onto his kingly duties he returned.

King David, however, had not counted on the fact that Uriah was the original “boy scout.”  (Laughter)  And when Uriah got home, he went around saying things like, “It is not appropriate for me to enjoy the comforts of my home or the pleasures of my bed, while my buddies are bleeding and dying out in the foxholes.”  And so, in quite an ostentatious way, in solidarity with his fellow soldiers, Uriah set up a pup tent in front of his house, and so, ostentatiously slept there every night.

And David said, “What a turkey!”  (Laughter)  And so he had to go to “plan C.”  Plan C meant that Uriah was dispatched with a note to the captain, Joab, the commander of David’s army.  And this note said to Joab, “You are to organize a flying wedge, and hurl that wedge at the gate of the city, and you are to put Uriah at the point of the wedge.”  And it was done.  And Uriah was struck down and killed.
And Joab sent a message to the king: “The issue that has been bothering you has been resolved.”  And David immediately sent for Bathsheba.  And she became one of his wives in his harem.  The problem, David thought, was finally resolved.

But there was in Jerusalem a highly respected holy man.  His name was Nathan; and he heard of this tawdry affair.  And he requested an audience with the king.  It was suppose to adjudicate disputes among the people.  And because Nathan  was so highly regarded, his request was granted.
Now picture the scene:  Here is David on his throne, surrounded with all the symbols of his wealth and power, and his military retinue around him, with servants at his beckoned call.  And before him in this splendor stood a single man named Nathan, his head disheveled, his beard scraggly, his sandaled feet dusty; and yet, he confronted the king.

“What is your agenda, Nathan?” said the king.

“O King, there is a situation in the land that needs your attention and your judgment,” said Nathan.

“What is it?” said the king.

And Nathan said, “King, there are two families in this realm, who live near one another.  The head of one of these families is very wealthy, with flocks, and servants, and wives; and the other is very poor, just a man, his wife, one child, and a small, little eve lamb, who is a family pet.  This ewe lamb is fed from the scraps from the table of the poor.  This ewe lamb sleeps in the room with their child by night and plays with their child by day.  And a visitor came to visit the wealthy man, which required the wealthy man to prepare a banquet for his guest.  Instead of taking a lamb from his plentiful flocks, this wealthy man went to the home of this poor man, and took their family pet, the poor little ewe lamb; and he slaughtered it, and he roasted it, and he set it before his guest for the feast.”

And David hearing this was filled with wrath.  “The man who has done this will surely die,” said the king.

To which Nathan responded, “King David, you are the man.”

In that moment, the prophetic movement was born among the Jewish people.  And the purpose of the prophetic movement was to state that no one stands above the moral law of the universe; no one stands ahead of the moral law of God, even those who possess worldly power, even those who possess religious power, prestige, position, honor.  No one stands above the law of God.  No one is exempt from the judgment of God.  No human authority stands apart from the demands of justice.  David, the symbol of royal power, was forced to do public penance.  No king, no leader, no powerful person can escape the demands of righteousness.

The power of Israel’s king would never be the same.  In the story of Nathan, the principle is established that no one is absolute, that everyone is answerable to God.  And that is what the prophet proclaimed; and that is what the world of prophecy was all about.  It was this principle this simple man named Nathan proclaimed.
Other Prophets
Now in the biblical story, the torch of prophetic leadership was passed down to Elijah and Elisha.  It was Elijah who was called by King Ahab the troubler of Israel.   He would not let King Ahab off the hook, or his wife, Queen Jezebel.  And then the torch was passed to the writing prophets of the 8th century.  Isaiah confronted the king of Judah with his vision of defeat at the hands of the Babylonians, from which the prophet did not shrink.  Ezekiel, the prophet-priest, went into captivity with his people, when the Babylonians destroyed their land.  And he would not let them escape the demands of their own righteous tradition.  And as the role of the prophets expanded, and as the prophets began to redefine God, it was then that the tribal God of the Jews began to expand and to grow into new dimensions.  No, God doesn’t change, but the human perception of God is always changing.
And so there was Hosea; Hosea, who transformed the God of Israel into one whose name was love.  And then there was Amos; Amos, who transformed Israel’s God into one whose name was justice.  And then there was Johan; Jonah, who made it clear that the boundaries of the love of God are not limited by the limits of human beings’ ability to love.  And just because it stands beyond your ability to love, does not mean that they stand beyond God’s embrace.
And then there was Malachi, who transformed this God, who was tribal in nature, into being a God, who was universal in principle, who ruled not just the land of the Jews, but the whole world.  It was Malachi, who wrote from the of the sun to its setting, “God’s name shall be great among the Gentiles.”  Could you imagine what that meant?  The Gentiles?  The unclean ones?  The uncircumcised ones?  The non-koshered ones?  The non-observant of the Jewish law ones?  Gentiles?  “God’s name shall be great among the Gentiles.”  And the boundaries began to fall around the human definition of God.  No one has a monopoly on the love of God.  For Malachi says, “In everyplace, incense shall be offered to God’s name.”
The God portrayed in Exodus as hating the Egyptians, because they were enemies of the children of Israel, the chosen people, this God died under the influence of the prophets.  The God who is portrayed in the Book Of Joshua, as willing to stop the sun in the sky for the sole purpose of having more daylight available to Joshua to kill more of his enemies, this God died under the power of the prophets.  The God who directed Samuel to order King Saul to go the war against the Amalekites, to kill every man, every woman, every child, every suckling, every ox and ass among the Amalekites, this God who appeared to have thought that genocide was OK, so long as the victims were the enemies of God’s people, this God was challenged and finally died under the power and influence of the prophets.

I could even argue it was even the prophets who made Jesus, our Christ, possible; for this was the Jesus who said, “You must love your enemies; you must bless those who persecute you”  - the Jesus who said, “Other sheep have I, who are not of this flock; and I must bring them also.”
Conclusion
A prophetic tradition means that in the eyes of God, there is never “we and they,” never “us and them.”  But all of us are the “we;” all of us are contained in the pronoun “we” – “us.”  The prophetic tradition proclaims that all human divisions are inappropriate in the mind of God.
It was Paul in the [power of the Christ experience, who said this in his epistle to the Galatians: “In Christ there is no longer a Jew or a Greek, a Jew and a Gentile.  There is no longer a male and a female.  There is no longer bond and free.  There is no longer gay or straight, transgender or bi-sexual.  There is no longer Jew and Muslim.  There is no longer Shia or Sunni.  There is no longer Protestant and Catholic.”   All human divisions are revealed to be just that: human divisions.  And when we act as if they are shared by the God we worship, we reveal our own idolatry. (Applause)  Idolatry means we are worshipping the God that we have created.  And that is quite different from the God who calls us into the deepest dimensions of our humanity.

So the prophetic tradition proclaims that every person, every institution, stands under the judgment of God, that no person and no office, whether it be king or pope, can claim infallibility. (Applause)  There would not be a great sacrifice, because there are no more ruling kings in the world; and the pope has not been infallible except since the 19th century.  There is no institution, whether it is the Church or the state, that can stand outside the divine judgment.  There is no human creation, whether it be the Torah, or the Bible, or the Koran, that can be called inerrant.
The prophetic tradition means that God’s concern is with all of God’s people; and that all of our leaders, whether in the state or in the Church, are answerable to God for the way they treat all of God’s people; that part of our vocation as god’s people is to hold our leaders accountable – accountable to us and accountable to God. (Applause)

Let me say it in conclusion, as clearly as I know how to say it: Call to Action is in the great tradition of the prophets. (Applause) 

So I want to thank you for your witness; and I want to thank you for your ministry.  Amen.  (Applause)


