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Let us pray:  may the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts be acceptable in your sight oh Lord, our rock and our redeemer.  Amen.  

We have to be very careful when we read the Bible, don’t we?  It is an inflammatory text.  It is a book that reaches into our most hidden places, and tweaks at the places in which we might feel most confident; in which we might feel most bold and full; and it reaches into the places in which we feel most vulnerable, most broken, most empty and in need of healing repair.  And the Bible also asks for and from us a new kind of emptiness, one that stems from a desire to be filled by one thing alone; God’s Grace.  These are some of the issues at play in today’s scripture lessons.  

The words from the prophet Joel offer for us a word of hope, but without a bit of context, we can seriously wonder what the deal with the locusts is.  The thing of it is, unless we slow ourselves down to read and to ponder, a lot of the Bible can be like this.  Sure, there is a word of such joy in our lesson from Joel, but without knowing what the people have been suffering, this joy may slide by us without our understanding that this good news can be ours, too.  The people have been through what we might call a tremendous ecological disaster.  There had been a plague of locusts that had apparently destroyed their livelihood.  We learn from earlier verses that the vegetation had been wiped out.  And without vegetation, the livestock had died, and without the livestock, the people go without . . . You get the picture.  

The verses for today tell a different story, though, and what we learn is that God will so bless those who had suffered that they will find no cause for shame.  There will be every reason for rejoicing.  Indeed, the Holy Spirit herself will descend on them, and they will be moved to prophesy; and they will be moved to praise.  I wonder, though, if without having known the want of suffering through what they had lost, would they have been able to know what they had received.  Without having once been empty, would they recognize that they were now filled, by God’s grace?

I stumbled on a friend’s having quoted a passage from a book by Stephen Levine and would like to share with you the insight that it holds.  Funny, I truly believe it was a gift of grace that had me read it as I was preparing this sermon.  Yes, the Spirit works in this way.  Grace is a big word; it’s a word that is loaded with so much having to do with our faith that we might even be moved to read right past it sometimes, even like we read right past the locusts.  To combat this kind of speed reading and to explain a bit about the wonder of Grace, I share this with you. “If we can say that grace is a sense of connectedness, that it is the experience of our underlying nature, then we may see how what is often called tragedy holds the seeds of grace. We see that what brings us to grace is not always pleasant, though it seems always to take us to something essential in ourselves.”
What is essential in ourselves?  Sometimes we do only find what this is when life brings us up short.  Another way I have found myself thinking of this can be located in a pretty simple sounding sentence.  Sometimes we need to be emptied before we can be filled.  Sometimes we need to be squeezed out before we can be saturated by God’s filling Grace.  And our troubles don’t always look like locusts.  Each of you can name your own, I’m sure, and probably note the moment you felt a need for prayer in order to bolster your spirits; to give you hope; to help you not feel empty in response to the tasks in front of you.  And into that emptiness, once acknowledged, seeps God—God, who alone can offer the fulfillment that will provide solace in the face of any challenge.

I found myself titling today’s sermon while focusing on the Gospel passage, and then looking more and more closely at the scripture from Joel as the week progressed.  I do wonder what had brought the Pharisees to the place in their lives wherein they were so abundantly sure of their righteousness before God.  I also wonder what had made the tax collector equally as sure of his sinfulness.  There are different kinds of emptiness, to be sure.  

David Lose, who is Senior Pastor at Mount Olivet Lutheran Church in Minneapolis and was the chair of the Preaching Department at Luther Seminary, has this to say about our Gospel lesson this morning: “As soon as we fall prey to the temptation to divide humanity into any kind of groups, we have aligned ourselves squarely with the Pharisee. Whether our division is between righteous and sinners, as with the Pharisee, or even between the self-righteous and the humble, as with Luke, we are doomed. Anytime you draw a line between who's "in" and who's "out," this parable asserts, you will find God on the other side. Read this way, the parable ultimately escapes even its narrative setting and reveals that it is not about self-righteousness and humility any more than it is about a pious Pharisee and desperate tax collector. Rather, this parable is about God: God who alone can judge the human heart; God who determines to justify the ungodly.”  
Only God can justify, can make us right with God.  Only God can fill an empty humanity with the Grace of Love and Peace.  Only God can bring to a place of productive living one who seeks satisfaction from themselves alone, and from things of this world—even human love.  There are certainly two kinds of emptiness.  There is emptiness that comes from trying very hard to fill oneself with satisfaction based on acquisition—of things, of money, of success measured in these worldly terms.  There is emptiness that is similar to these external, more visible definitions of worth, but that is located inside us.  Emptiness borne out of a definition of self-worth based on acceptance by human standards, even borne out of a sense of self-worth based on human love will remain empty until we allow ourselves to be filled by the Holy Spirit.  To know God’s love—God’s curative, preservative, Gracious self-giving love will fill the emptiest vessel.  The second kind of emptiness has nothing to do with the kind of shallowness the first type implies.  This is an emptiness we learn about from Jesus Christ himself.  Jesus, as we read in the Philippian hymn, chose not to carry the divinity he was, but emptied himself, becoming human so that we might draw closer to God, even as God drew close to us.  We can also empty ourselves so that we might be filled.  I spoke of that just this week as we talked about “filling our vessels;” when we are depleted, do what fills you, pray into what fills you.

This doesn’t always have to happen in response to tragedy—whether to the devastation of our livelihood—as for the people of Israel recounted in Joel’s account, and the people of Gaza in our own time—or whether through a loss in our own lives.  Sometimes, we can choose to become or to remain empty—through prayer, through fasting, through giving until it feels good.  We can choose to recognize our own frailty, knowing that when we do, we will indeed be strengthened by God; strengthened even by the Word of God.  The Holy Spirit will fill us if we let ourselves be filled.  God will direct us, as God directs us through Jesus’ actions and words, if we allow ourselves to be directed.  May it be so for us. 




