THOSE WHO ARE WITH US......

2 Kings 6:8 Now the king of Aram was at war with Israel. After conferring with his officers, he said, "I will set up my camp in such and such a place."  9 The man of God sent word to the king of Israel: "Beware of passing that place, because the Arameans are going down there." 10 So the king of Israel checked on the place indicated by the man of God. Time and again Elisha warned the king, so that he was on his guard in such places.  11 This enraged the king of Aram. He summoned his officers and demanded of them, "Will you not tell me which of us is on the side of the king of Israel?"  12 "None of us, my lord the king," said one of his officers, "but Elisha, the prophet who is in Israel, tells the king of Israel the very words you speak in your bedroom."  13 "Go, find out where he is," the king ordered, "so I can send men and capture him." The report came back: "He is in Dothan." 14 Then he sent horses and chariots and a strong force there. They went by night and surrounded the city.  15 When the servant of the man of God got up and went out early the next morning, an army with horses and chariots had surrounded the city. "Oh, my lord, what shall we do?" the servant asked.  16 "Don't be afraid," the prophet answered. "Those who are with us are more than those who are with them."  17 And Elisha prayed, "O LORD, open his eyes so he may see." Then the LORD opened the servant's eyes, and he looked and saw the hills full of horses and chariots of fire all around Elisha.  18 As the enemy came down toward him, Elisha prayed to the LORD, "Strike these people with blindness." So he struck them with blindness, as Elisha had asked.  19 Elisha told them, "This is not the road and this is not the city. Follow me, and I will lead you to the man you are looking for." And he led them to Samaria.  20 After they entered the city, Elisha said, "LORD, open the eyes of these men so they can see." Then the LORD opened their eyes and they looked, and there they were, inside Samaria.  21 When the king of Israel saw them, he asked Elisha, "Shall I kill them, my father? Shall I kill them?"  22 "Do not kill them," he answered. "Would you kill men you have captured with your own sword or bow? Set food and water before them so that they may eat and drink and then go back to their master." 23 So he prepared a great feast for them, and after they had finished eating and drinking, he sent them away, and they returned to their master. So the bands from Aram stopped raiding Israel's territory.


Who, in this story, is most blind? For the people most blind, I would not nominate the Aramean soldiers, even though their eyes were blinded in response to the prophets' prayer, "O Lord, strike these people with blindness." Theirs was a blindness most easily cured. After Elisha led them into the king's fortress in Samaria, he simply prayed, "Lord, now open their eyes." And they saw again, to their horror, that they were unarmed and surrounded by enemy soldiers. But we know how the story ends. They went home safe and well-fed, and saw their wives and families and friends again.


Nor would I nominate Elisha's young servant, who elsewhere is named as Gehazi. Not called to the role of prophecy, we can understand him not being able to see the chariots of fire and the heavenly cavalry standing ready, in his defense.  He needed a special dispensation to see reality the way the prophet did. As the African proverb says, "The old can see farther sitting down than the young can see standing up."


No, for the category of the person most blind I would nominate the king of Israel, King Joram. Just how morally and spiritually blind he is we can tell from his question to Elisha, when Elisha leads all these blinded and unarmed men into his fortress. "Shall I kill them?" he asks Elisha. Whether he is blinded by his fear of these men, or whether he is blinded by his absolute power over them, King Joram's question displays a total blindness to the value and dignity and humanity of these men now in his charge. And a total, willful disregard for the rules that governed war at the time, of which Elisha had to remind him.


"You wouldn't kill men you had captured with your sword or bow," Elisha says. So why would you kill men who have been brought to you as helpless and as vulnerable as chickens brought to market with their feet tied together and their wing feathers clipped? The standard practice of the time was that with unarmed and disarmed prisoners you may enslave them for a number or years, or you may hold them for ransom, or enslave them until they are ransomed. But be careful about mistreating or killing prisoners lest you, on the field of battle, should also be faced with surrender or death.  Memories in that part of the world are quite long, and they span generations.


But that King Joram would even think of killing prisoners, especially those who are so helpless, and who have been delivered into his hands like coins, shows just how blinded he is, morally and spiritually. By contrast, the pagan Arameans were rather sporting about the way they went to war, if you overlook the brutality of war to begin with. Knowing the truth of another African proverb, that "If you cut the head off a cobra, the rest is just rope," they didn't bother unarmed Israelite civilians, nor did they mess with Israelite armies, but went straight for  the king, probably to capture and hold him for "a kings' ransom."  But King Joram, ruler of the people who were to be a light to the nations around them, who were blessed so as to be a blessing to all peoples, is the one contemplating the murder of unarmed and helpless people. How far God's people had fallen from their calling and their first love. Or how high the king's pride and presumption had risen, to the point where he may think that being, "God's Chosen" means that he and his people are above all law and constraint. And all this time I thought that God's calling and election were about living under God's laws and constraints and demonstrating the joy and peace of living by God's Word. If we are "chosen," in any biblical sense of the word, it is not because of our superiority but because of our need, not just for our own personal blessing and privilege, but for the privilege of being a blessing to others.


But knowing human nature, whatever our nationality, it should not surprise us how easily pride and presumption can pollute our sense of calling. It should not surprise us when fear railroads even the best of people and nations into the most crazy and self-defeating actions. Otherwise, I can't explain how it is that I woke up this morning in a country whose founding documents and values are an inspiration to the world--and to myself--and yet which now must account for torture.


What would the prophet Elisha say to us? (And here you may begin filling in the spaces after 1,2 and 3 on your bulletin, if you wish) Three things: 1) He would speak directly to the fear that drives people and nations to such desperate and self-defeating measures and say, as he did to his servant, Gehazi, "Fear not!" With those words you have the most commonly issued command in the Bible: "Do not be afraid!" Get a handle on your fear. Master it before it masters you. If that fails, get help in naming your fears before others, so that you're not alone with your fears, so that their prayers and their faith can bolster yours. Learn even to laugh at your fears. Just like, "if you cut the head off a cobra, the rest is rope," so, if we can unplug the fear machine, most of our problems will shrink down to manageable size. If they don't, at least we'll learn to live with them. Starve the fear monster, and armies, tanks, battleships and war planes will all grind to a halt. 


Secondly, 2) then, the prophet would tell us, "Remember, that those who are with us are more numerous than those who are against us." As a worldly example of this, in the weeks immediately following the September 11 terrorist attacks on New York seven years ago, massive street demonstrations occurred in countries and cities all around the world. In a few of them, supporters of Al Qaeda and Osama Bin Laden showed up to wave their green flags and chant, "God is Great!" But in the vast majority of these street demonstrations, all around the world, the vast majority of people were mourning and condemning what happened, along with the terrorists who perpetrated it. The front page headline of the Paris daily newspaper, Le Monde, went so far as to proclaim, in big, bold letters, "WE ARE ALL AMERICANS NOW!"


Some of the biggest public expressions of solidarity and support happened in one of the countries where we might least expect them: Iran. With no official prompting, Iranians came out into the streets, spontaneously and sincerely, to mourn with us, to proclaim their solidarity with us, and to condemn Al Qaeda and its actions. On that level alone, of our common humanity, it was true: "Those who are with us are more numerous than.." those who are against us.


 And what was true for the United States of America on the days immediately after September 11, 2001, is even truer for all citizens of the Kingdom of God, that "those who are with us are more numerous than..." those who are against us. 


Who is with us? Earlier this morning we sang the words of Martin Luther: 

"And though this world, with devils filled, should threaten to undo us, 

we will not fear for God has willed his truth to triumph through us....

God's word above all earthly powers, no thanks to them abideth;

The Spirit and the gifts are ours, through him who with us sideth..."


That's who is with us. God and his Spirit. God and his gifts. God and his people. So, I find that if I can keep remembering and repeating that, that "those who are with us are more numerous than..." those who are against us, it unplugs the fear machine that is always buzzing away loud enough to drown out the truth; it cuts the fear monster down to size, that beast who is always pushing us to act ahead of the timely movement of God's gracious hand; it blows away that fog of fear which blinds us to the presence and power of friends, and to the unseen but emerging options for creative and redemptive responses, such as when Elisha fed and released the very men who had come to capture him. 


Four years ago, that is the lesson which struck me most powerfully while I was on sabbatical travels among Christians in some of the poorest countries in the world, like Ethiopia and Burkina Faso, or some of the most corrupt countries, like Nigeria, or some of the most violent countries, like war-torn Ivory Coast, where rebel thugs with machine guns, high on drugs, were stopping traffic to demand what they called "money for tea," a practice better known as extortion and bribery. In each of those countries, I met serene and solid saints who took all that chaos in with the same confidence and assurance of Elisha, who, when he looked out upon those Aramean chariots and horsemen and foot soldiers surrounding his town, felt not fear but compassion for them. However fierce they looked, he knew they didn't stand a chance against the heavenly hosts, and the "chariots of fire" that he alone could see. From that confidence came the compassion to feed these enemies and send them home to their wives, children and sweethearts, very much alive.


This same kind of confidence and compassion I saw in Nigeria, where my former seminary class mate, Pastor Obed Dashan, once personally defused a potential riot among Muslims and Christians simply by walking unarmed and undefended, to the local mosque, there to find an armed mob  gathering, to say to the imam, "Peace to you," and to ask him,  "Are the rumors we are hearing true, that some members of your mosque are planning to attack our seminary?" To which the imam replied, "No. But we've been hearing rumors that members of your seminary are planning to attack our mosque. That's why we're assembling here with weapons." Once they got that straightened out, that no one was really planning to attack anyone first, that someone was stirring up fear among them for reasons that would do neither community any good, everybody took their weapons and went home.


How ironic, in countries in which God's people had the least amount of resources, power and friends, they often had prophetic levels of serenity, confidence and vision that put me to shame. Not having earthly resources like mass market Christian radio stations, Christian TV stations, publishing houses, big beautiful buildings and sanctuaries, with tax exemptions to boot, as do we,  people like Obed demonstrated a clear-eyed and confident vision of divinely-given friends and resources and relationships on their side. I couldn't always see what and who those friends and resources are, but they seemed to. And I could see the results, in terms of solid Christian character and growing Christian communities. 



And then, 3) after telling us to fear not, and assuring us that "those who are with us are more numerous than those who are against us," the third thing Elisha would say would be directed to God. He would pray for us, as he did for his servant, Gehazi, and say, "Lord open their eyes, so that they [too] might see."  See what? See what Obed and what Elijah saw: all the resources of heaven, symbolized by the hosts of heaven and the chariots of fire surrounding and defending God's people. Or as the 125th Psalm puts it, "As the mountains surround Jerusalem, so the LORD surrounds his people both now and forevermore." 


That's my prayer as we search for a new location for ministry, worship and fellowship: "Open our eyes." That God would open our eyes to see more than the difficulty of finding a space in a time and location that works for us. This is a big metropolis, and finding what we're looking for is like looking for a needle in a haystack. I have to admit, I haven't seen the perfect space yet. But every once in a while something happens that makes me realize that God has his agents and his armies out there preparing the way and parting the waters for us. Whenever we call a school or a church about sharing space I appreciate it when they say, "Honestly, we don't have all the things you're looking for." Maybe a good worship site, but nothing that would work for Christian education or fellowship or handicap accessibility. There's a lot of those No's and Sorry's to wade through, but thank God they're not wasting anyone's time.


But every once in a while I hear something like, "Mennonites? Did you say Mennonites? I really appreciate you guys. Even if our space doesn't work for you, let me give you a few names and some other contacts to check up on. And we'll be praying for you. God bless you." In one of these calls, I even re-connected with a fellow teacher from the days I taught elementary school in St. Paul. His school won't work for us either, but we rekindled an old friendship, and I got to share something about my faith with him.


Which has me thinking: maybe this move is going to be about more than just moving. Maybe it also has something to do with heavenly hosts and heavenly resources that God is going to unleash for us, once we can't depend upon the comfortable and familiar resources of this setting anymore. Maybe those invisible heavenly hosts and resources surrounding us are less about place and more about partnership, not just about facilities, but about friends. Friends whom we, like Elisha's servant, can't see yet. But we will. In addition to those friends driving around the sky in flaming chariots, we may come to see new friends who drive our city streets in Fords and Toyotas. Or who ride the bus.  And then we can say, with Elisha, that surely, "Those who are with us are...(help me out here)... more numerous than those who are against us."


 Fear not. May God open our eyes to see them. And soon.


Amen, anyone?
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