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A few blocks from here in the courtyard garden  
 of Christ Episcopal Church there is a labyrinth 
  that some of you may have walked in prayer.  
   It was created in response to the tragedy at Tech 11 years ago.   
A busy pastor I know decided to try walking the labyrinth  
 for the first time, not expecting anything extraordinary,  
  only to be startled by what happened.  
Moving silently through the turns of the labyrinth,  
     and trying only to be present with God, 
             he reached the center of the pattern. 
There he changed from silence to discursive prayer  
 and, speaking in his heart said 
            “Thank you for this beautiful place where I can be with you.”  
Immediately a different voice responded, saying:  
       “You are a beautiful place  
             where you can be with me whenever you choose.” 
  
The message wasn’t for the pastor alone. 
 That is what God says to each and every person.  
  You are beautiful. You are beloved.  
   You deserve community. You deserve dignity.  
    You deserve justice. You deserve peace.  
     You are a place where I, the God who made you,  
      seek to be known and enjoyed.  
   Or as Isaiah put it much more succinctly:  
    I have called you by name, you are mine.  
  
Knowledge of God’s love for us is where we must begin today   
 if we are to hear anything meaningful about advocacy. 
 
We have reached the last of three Sundays  
 of lifting up our global ministries in which this church takes part. 
  We’ve been looking them through the lens  
   of particular issues or topics. 
Advocacy is today’s topic and all three  
 of our scriptures in their way have at their core  
  a message about taking action for ourselves, for others,  
   but not just any action, action that is deeply grounded  
    in the grace and justice God pursues for all people.  
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In the Esther story a Jewish woman in a privileged position  
 saves her people from slaughter at the risk of her own life. 
She is the adopted daughter of her cousin Mordechai, 
 a faithful Israelite. As a Jew, he bows down only to God.  
  When he does not bow down to,  
   a recently-promoted minister of the king named Haman.  
     Haman develops a hatred for Mordechai.  
     Learning that it’s Mordechai’s faith that is behind his refusal   
      to bow Haman puts in place a plot for all Jews in the    
       surrounding region to be murdered on a set day and time.  
Esther meanwhile has won the king’s heart and become Queen,  
 but upon the advice of Mordechai she has concealed her heritage.  
  Through palace intermediaries, Mordechai urges Esther 
   to intervene with the king on behalf or herself and her people 
    but, she reminds him that entering the king’s presence uninvited  
     can lead to death, even for a Queen.  

Mordechai answers pointedly: “Who knows, perhaps you have come    
 to royal dignity for just such a time as this?” 

As we know from the scenes we read, Esther found her courage, 
 and the Jewish people were saved from Haman’s genocidal plan. 
  
 In the reading from James, each time he names a situation 
 --suffering, cheerfulness, illness, or a burdened heart-- 
  he pairs it with appropriate action. 
Are you suffering? Pray.  
 Are you cheerful? Sing God’s praises out loud!   
  Are you ill? Get the elders to pray and anoint you with oil.  
   Whatever is happening don’t just sit there,  
    get up and take a God-shaped action! 
James is urging us to a self-advocacy that we often ignore, 
 thinking advocacy is something we do only for others. 
  But remember where we started. 
   God longs for us to enjoy our own awareness  
    that God holds us precious and dear.  
 
The gospel lesson is more complex, but still a call to action.  
 Even Jesus’ harsh words add up to one thing: 
  Your relationship with God is all important. 
   None of the things that distract you from it are worthwhile. 
This is so true that you can think  
 of the things that distract you from God 
  as forms of self-harm, as distressing as the image  
   of cutting away parts of yourself may be. 
Yes, you really should be that self-critical 
 if you are under the impression that anything  
  is more life-giving, more meaningful,  
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   more able to rescue and release you  
         than spending your energy on knowing and loving God. 
 
Even so, the graphic words are hard. 
 Couldn’t Jesus have put this some other way? 
Ever since New Testament Scholar Amy Jill Levine  
 came to be with us as the Smyth Lecturer,  
      I have made good use of her commentary  
           on the New Testament from the Jewish perspective. 
You will remember, I hope, that Levine is an orthodox Jew 
 who teaches New Testament, and whose life work is to help 
  Jews and Christians both understand the Jewishness of Jesus 
         while learning to respect each other’s traditions. 
For Levine, Jesus was a typical rabbi,  
 teaching with the methods of his time and place. 
I quickly opened up her book to see what she had on this passage. 
 But there was almost nothing about these strange words at all 
  except the emphasis in her notes to put God first always. 
   That in itself, however, was instructive. 
    It told me not to allow his graphic exaggeration to deflect    
      from the message that all our actions must be centered in God. 
Then I reached for my copy of The Hard Sayings of Jesus. 
 whose author had a great deal to say. 
  Yet it was basically the same: 
Yes, these words are startling and strange, 
 and they are meant to be. 
Because putting God first in our lives matters 
 and, no, the words about hand or foot or eye aren’t literal— 
  they are much, much more important than that. 
 
God has ultimate claim on our lives 
 and Jesus wants us to know what is at stake 
  when we reject that claim. 
So first he warns us against leading someone else astray 
 insisting that we need to be aware that our words and our actions  
  can lead other people to second rate ideals or lesser ways of life     
    or in other circumstances cause terrible harm. 
Later, Paul takes up this theme, too, 
 urging church members to give up any action 
   that might lead weaker Christians to be confused  
       or troubled in their faith. 
 
Josiah Wedgewood, the renowned English potter of the 18th century 
 was once gave a man and a youth a tour of his factory. 
  During the entire tour the man  
   used offensive language and lewd gestures. 
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In the last room Wedgewood unlocked a cabinet  
 and took out an exquisite vase. 
  He pointed out its features, then lifted it over his head  
   and dropped it on the floor where it shattered into pieces at their feet. 
“Why did you do that?” said the astonished man. 
 “I would have paid you anything for such a vase!”  
Wedgewood replied, “I can make another vase like that any day. 
 But no one can replace what you have destroyed  
  in the soul of this young man.” 
 
God does not want us to live with the scars 
 that heedless words or actions can have on other people’s lives. 
But Jesus is just as adamant that we not betray our own lives, 
 or trade them for mindless entertainment or worthless praise,  
  for temporary rewards. 
 
Is Jesus being literal about self-harm? Of course not. 
 No more so than you are when you say 
  you would give your right arm to be in someone’s else’s place. 
Jesus spent large amounts of time healing bodies, 
 feeding the hungry, and giving comfort  
  to those who were in physical distress.  
        Bodies matter so much that Jesus will give up his own. 
So we can be assured that these are exaggerated physical images were 
 used to tell us how important our spiritual lives are. 
Embodied, radical commitment to God is what it takes, 
 says Jesus, to experience life in all its joy and depth. 
  Don’t cheat others or yourself  
   out of what God wants you to have. 
For our purposes today, then,  
 advocacy is not just the big gesture on behalf of someone else, 
  advocacy is something we must choose each day 
   toward ourselves, so that we will have  
    the energy and the commitment and the grace      
     to work on behalf of others. 
 
In the story of Esther, in a portion we did not read 
 Esther’s choose to fast and pray for three days  
  before making the decision about whether or not to risk her life by going in  
   uninvited to the presence of the king. 
She also sent word to Mordechai to arrange  
 for the surrounding Jewish community to fast and pray as well. 
  Brave advocacy for her people was the result, 
   but it began with attention to her personal faith 
    accompanied by personal prayer and communal prayer. 
 



5 
 

In Guatemala many lives have been changed by  
  the Women’s Weaving cooperatives  
  run by the Protestant Center for Pastoral Studies in Central America, 
   known to us by the acronym CEDEPCA. 
Women accustomed to hearing from a highly machismo culture  
 and sadly, from many churches,  
  that they have no inherent worth   
   have learned a skill that earns money for their families. 
    Many of us have bought and wear the scarves that the women weave. 
     But weaving is not all they have been taught. 
They also study the Bible together, pray for each other, 
 and new arrivals in the cooperative learn from the older members  
  tactics for how to speak up for themselves at home  
   in ways that will be heard  
    so that they can become decision makers in their own households. 
Some of you on a recent Guatemala trip 
 heard one woman tell the moving story  
  of the transformation of her own life, 
   the lives of her children, 
     and even of the surrounding community 
     after she learned how to weave and long with it 
      how to speak up for herself as a person of value before God. 
 
CEDEPCA is also the spiritual home of another kind of advocacy. 
 The Rev. Anne Sayre began her working life as a nurse,  
  then became a doctor’s wife, and the mother of four children.  
   Years later, however, her suburban Atlanta life fell apart,  
    when her husband put her through an acrimonious divorce. 
In the wake of that kind of sorrow very few people feel 
 like a beautiful place where God seeks to be enjoyed.  
  Yet that was the very time when Anne felt a call to seminary 
   and began a career as a Presbyterian pastor and mission coworker 
    first in Nicaragua, then for many years back in the US,  
     and finally for many, many years with CEDEPCA in Guatemala. 
I remember meeting Anne, I was a young pastor and she was in her early 60’s,   
 teaching herself Spanish because she wanted to go to Guatemala     
  and be effective there.  
 
During her CEDEPCA years, Anne learned  
 that the indigenous Mayan women in the remote mountains  
  had the highest fetal and maternal death rate the Western world,    
   338 deaths per thousand. 
  The road that they would walk along out of the mountains to get help when  
   births were not progressing and things were not going well,    
    the road was called by local people the Corridor of mothers deaths. 
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Anne decided to do something about that. 
She became the primary mover behind the creation of a birthing center  
 in the remote mountains called Casa de Materna. The House of Mothers. 
  At Casa De Materna traditional Mayan midwives 
   are matched with birthing assistants  
    trained to spot high risk pregnancies before things go wrong. 
     Those mothers can then be driven in time 
      to a fully equipped hospital ninety minutes away. 
Since Anne helped found Casa de Materna, 
 all the mothers who have given birth there and their infants have survived   
  including an additional 58 women whose high-risk situations 
    were identified in time for them to be taken to the hospital.  
Now in her late 80’s Anne still works tirelessly for Casa de Materna 
 ensuring the safe arrival of more and more children  
  into whose heart God whispers, 
   “You are a beautiful place  
               and you can be with me whenever you choose.”  AMEN.  
 
      
 
 
   
 
 
 


