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"It CAN be Done" 

Message by Rev. Rachel Thompson 

Bedford Presbyterian Church 

Bedford, NY 10506 

 

Scripture Reading:  Luke 10:38-42 

38 Now as they went on their way, he entered a certain village, where a woman named Martha 
welcomed him into her home.39She had a sister named Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet and 
listened to what he was saying.40But Martha was distracted by her many tasks; so she came to 
him and asked, ‘Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to do all the work by myself? 
Tell her then to help me.’41But the Lord answered her, ‘Martha, Martha, you are worried and 
distracted by many things;42there is need of only one thing. Mary has chosen the better part, 
which will not be taken away from her.’ 

 

Last May, I went to a workshop at Omega Institute in Rhinebeck.  When I go to Omega, 

I love to stay in what they call tent cabins -- little tiny cabins with canvas roofs, out in 

the woods on the edge of the campus.  They have beds and electricity and are very 

cozy.  I was there, by myself, for three nights.  On the third night, I was awakened by 

what I thought was an animal scratching on the side of the cabin.  I banged on the wall, 

hoping to scare it away and tried to go back to sleep.  But no.  Scritch, scritch, scritch.  It 

was pitch black and I couldn't see a thing.  I banged on the wall again.  Scritch, scritch.  I 

turn on the light and to my horror, there is a BAT flying around inside the cabin.  I 
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won't go into the story about how I got out and why I ended up having to get rabies 

injections.  Suffice it to say that I survived, but that it was a terrifying experience for me.   

 

A week later, I was walking up the stairs to my office here.  On the landing, I have 

placed this tree of hearts that we all made during the last Mardi Gras Sunday.  One 

week after the bat incident, as I walked up the stairs toward this tree, I noticed 

something odd.  Something black, in the middle of all these pink hearts.  You guessed it.  

A BAT was hanging upside down from one of the branches.  I shrieked and ran down 

the stairs.  Luckily Osvaldo, our brave and capable custodian, was here to catch it and 

release it outside.   

 

Needless to say I spent some amount of time pondering the meaning of this 

overabundance of bats in my life, but that's not why I'm telling this story.  Here's my 

point -- Since that morning last May, every single time I walk up the stairs past that 

tree, I look to see if there is a bat hiding there.  EVERY time.  I can't help it.  I can't NOT 

think about a bat when I go up those stairs.  And so for me, this has been a tiny and I do 

mean TINY, window on what it must be like to live with post-traumatic stress disorder.  

If I have had such an abiding reaction to a really minor incident in which I wasn't even 

hurt, it makes me think about what it must be like when a person goes through 

something truly horrific.   

 

My oversized reaction to this small event causes me to reflect on how largely untouched 

my life has been by tragedy or violence.  I hear about it and it comes fairly close to me 

or people I care about, as the death of Michael Jones has this week.  And though I have 

had loved ones who have died, they have died at a ripe old age and it could not be 

called a tragedy.  And I, like all of you, am lucky enough to live in a prosperous, first-

world country.  I'm not boasting about this, because it is not my doing and I know that 

everything could change on a moment's notice, everything will change, inevitably, but 

in the meantime, I'm very grateful.   

 

I was reminded very powerfully recently of how privileged I am. . . we are. . .when I 

watched a two-part documentary on PBS called Half the Sky.  Did any of you see it?   

The film is  based on a book whose whole title is Half the Sky: Turning Oppression into 

Opportunity for Women Worldwide. It's written by journalists Sheryl WuDunn and Nick 
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Kristof and came out in 2009.  I was wary about watching the film, thinking that it 

would leave me in despair, but I was drawn to it, too.  And I'm SO glad I watched it.    

Though there are scenes in the film that brought me to tears, it focuses not only on the 

horrors, but on what terrifically heroic people are doing to help.   It leaves you both 

shaken and at the same time, hopeful.  The title Half the Sky comes from a Chinese 

proverb:  "Women hold up half the sky." 

 

I was going to pick a story from the book to use as an illustration of the systemic 

oppression of women and girls in so many countries, but unfortunately, the newspaper 

provided me with a very current story.  I'm sure most of you are familiar with it.  A 14-

year-old Pakistani schoolgirl named Malala was shot on Tuesday.   

 

I hope you don’t mind hearing more about this amazing girl.  In researching the story 

this week, I watched a 30-minute 2009 film about Malala and her father Ziauddin (pron. 

Zah-hu-deen), who lived with their family in the beautiful Swat Valley in Pakistan.1  

Ziauddin ran a successful school for girls for 14 years.  But in 2007, the Taliban took 

control of the region and in 2009 demanded that all schools for girls be shut down.  

They had already blown up more than 100 schools. 

 

Malala, encouraged by her father, became an activist for education for girls.  She 

became well-known throughout Pakistan for a blog called "Diary of a Pakistani 

Schoolgirl." 2 In the blog, she simply wrote about what life was like under the harsh rule 

of the Taliban.  I read some of the entries and I'd like to share two of them with you.  

She was 11 at the time she wrote these. 

 

Here's one entry called  "Do Not Wear Colorful Dresses" 

I was getting ready for school and about to wear my uniform when I remembered that our 

principal had told us not to wear uniforms (it was too dangerous) - and come to school 

wearing normal clothes instead. So I decided to wear my favourite pink dress. Other girls in 

school were also wearing colourful dresses and the school presented a homelike look.  

                                                 
1 http://thelede.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/10/09/my-small-video-star-fights-for-her-life/ 

 

2 http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/south_asia/7834402.stm       Diary of a Pakistani Schoolgirl 
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My friend came to me and said, 'for God's sake, answer 

me honestly, is our school going to be attacked by the 

Taleban?' During the morning assembly we were told not to wear colourful clothes as the 

Taleban would object to it.  

 

And here's another entry, called    "I Am Afraid" 

I had a terrible dream yesterday with military helicopters and the 

Taleban. I have had such dreams since the launch of the military 

operation in Swat. My mother made me breakfast and I went off to 

school. I was afraid going to school because the Taleban had issued 

an edict banning all girls from attending schools.  

 

Only 11 students attended the class out of 27. The number decreased 

because of Taleban's edict. . .  

On my way from school to home I heard a man saying 'I will kill you'. 

I hastened my pace and after a while I looked back if the man was 

still coming behind me. But to my utter relief he was talking on his 

mobile and must have been threatening someone else over the 

phone. 

dvertisement

 

 

This blog is so touching because in it you don't perceive her as an "activist" but as a 

young girl thinking about pink dresses, about going to school, and. . .  about fearing for 

her life.  But her fear did not stop her from speaking out.  In 2009, Malala started 

appearing on television, advocating for education for girls.  In 2011, she was awarded 

Pakistan's first National Youth Peace Prize. 

 

Her growing reputation brought her to the attention of the Taliban who sent her two 

threatening letters -- warning her to stop speaking out -- or else.  She knew her life was 

in danger.  Never-the less, she said "Even if they come to kill me, I will tell them that 

what they're trying to do is wrong.  That education is a basic right." 

 

And come to kill her they did.  Last Tuesday, armed men stopped a school bus carrying 

girls and asked which one was Malala.  When she was identified, they shot her in the 

head and neck.  The Taliban quickly claimed responsibility, saying she deserved death 

for speaking out about educating girls.  Their spokesman vowed that if she survives, 

they will try to kill her again. 
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Malala is still alive, and as of this morning is given a 50-to-70% chance of survival.  It's a 

shocking, heartbreaking, horrendous story.  An unbelievable story to us in this country 

who take for granted something as basic a girl's right to an education.   Tragically, in 

many countries, it's not an unusual story at all.  Violence against girls is a daily 

occurrence.   It has gotten publicity this time, because Malala was a well-known figure in 

Pakistan, and now she is known and loved throughout the world.   

 

 

 

Unlike the millions of other stories of violence against girls and women that barely 

cause a stir, this awful story has a positive side.  This headline in Thursday's NYTimes:  

"Pakistanis Unite in Outrage Over Girl's Shooting by Taliban."  The front page picture 

yesterday of a young Pakistani boy holding a candle, with a tear running down his face.  

Yesterday a Pakistani leader "described the attack as a traumatic 'wake-up call' that 

could prove to be a turning point in Pakistan's war against extremism."3  May it be so. 

 

In our scripture reading this morning, there are two sisters -- one busy in the kitchen, 

the other sitting at the teacher's feet. . .  learning. . . learning. . . absorbing his teaching.  

The overworked sister complains and wants her sister to join her in doing what the 

women were supposed to be doing -- preparing food for the men.  But Jesus defends 

Mary and her quest for knowledge -- for education.  He says it shall not be taken away 

from her.  Surely Jesus would say the same thing for Malala and all the girls she so 

courageously represents.  Half the sky.  Surely God is in this little girl and in all the 

hearts who have been moved by her story -- all those who are moved to stand up 

against fanaticism, extremism, oppression, violence and hatred.  There goes that arc of 

history again -- bending ever so slightly closer to justice.  The movement toward justice 

and equality,  which will ultimately, by God, prevail. 

 

 Hymn 

 

Extro -- You know, there are things that you and I can do.  Ways in which we can 

become involved in helping improve lives for desperately impoverished and oppressed 

                                                 
3 The New York Times, Oct 13, 2012,  "Taliban Reiterate Vow to Kill Pakistani Girl"   
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women and girls.  First of all, read this book, Half the Sky.  See the film if you can.  

Maybe we could have a showing of it here.  AND, there's an insert in your bulletin, 

taken directly from the book, that lists a few things you can do today.  I hope you'll join 

me in picking one, in honor of Malala, and together we can work on building the 

kingdom of God.   

 


