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The Holy Spirit
CCO, All of Creation

Re: Psalm 68, Galatians 1:10-12, Quandary with our History

Beloved Spirit,

Hello, my dear Advisor and Friend. I am doing it again. I am writing a letter to
You as a substitute for a sermon. Well, that is an oversimplification: it is not as if
I have a physical address that will reach you, so this is not really a deliverable
letter, is it? Another way to oversimplify a description of this time might be to
say that I am substituting a very long prayer for the sermon while using the
format of a letter. If we were to pray for minutes upon end, people who feel a
need to bow their heads might get tired of staring at their eyelids, but that’s
not all there is to it either, is it?

At the very heart of it, I am opening up a piece of one half of a conversation
between the two of us. You know that this conversation has been going on for
years and that I expect it will last for years to come. While it is inspired by
events in the world around us and by the scriptures, the conversation between
us began long ago and will likely continue for the rest of my days. The
conversation is one of many You have had over the years and will likely have
long after I have left both this pulpit and this world.

Spirit, my Counselor and Guide, we have long been discussing the very
challenging nature of the world where I live as a minister. In many ways, I am a
privileged person. My skin tone does not invite second glances in most nearby
communities, I have been able to receive an excellent education from
childhood, have belonged to the historically advantaged gender in my society
since birth, speak the dominant language in my nation, and live within one of
the most powerful nations in the world. I am privileged in a lot of different ways
and in many respects, that privilege makes it difficult to be believed when I say
that there’s a problem in the world around me.

I know that You know where I am coming from, but for the sake of clarity for
people reading this letter, let me point out what I mean by looking through the



Psalm with a critical eye. This Psalm is a petition to God in the midst of a
challenging world. The 28th through 30th verses call on God to bring forth
might and strength as God has done before. The verse says: “Summon your
might, O God; show your strength, O God, as you have done for us before.”
Such might is not gathered without cause or without purpose: wild animals are
rebuked, herds of bulls subjugated, the greedy trampled, and the violent
scattered.

This psalm is written from the perspective of a people who desire God to
come forth as a victorious warrior. The 21st verse calls on heads to be
shattered and the 23rd verse says that God will bring the blood of the people’s
enemies so that the righteous can bathe their feet in it and the dogs of the
righteous drink it. There is a serious desire for vengeance and violence in this
psalm.

This is not a pleasant psalm, which is upsetting because it is also a beautiful
psalm. The 4th verse praises God and leads into the 5th verse that declares
God will care for the orphans and widows. The 6th verse goes as far as to say
that God makes a home for the desolate and provides for those who have
been imprisoned in a presumably unjust way. In later verses, we find the
women at home with the livestock finding gifts of blessing taken from those
who oppressed God’s people. The psalm presents a world in which many
noble and good things seem to happen including the restoration of oppressed
people. Still, it is such a violent psalm.

This psalm has a troubled place in our history God. This next week many
people across our nation will celebrate Juneteenth, which is the celebration of
the arrival of a Union soldier sharing the news of the Emancipation
Proclamation which led to the liberation of slaves held in Galveston, Texas.
The news took years to reach Galveston, but when it arrived, the people held
as property were freed and found reason to celebrate.

Passages like this one have a troubled relationship with us as a people. What
troubles us about this passage? The passage continues past the 28th through
30th verses when it calls on God to bring down the wild animals, the bulls, the
greedy, and the violent. The 31st verse calls for valuable bronze to be taken
from Egypt and for the people of Cush to be humbled before God and God’s
people. We know that Cush is translated now as Ethiopia in some translations,
but historically has been seen as shorthand for most of Africa.

What did the church do with this call for people from Africa to be humbled
before God’s people. We know that it was sadly used as one passage among
many to justify poor treatment of people whose skin tones were darker than
European skin tones. As a people, we know that Africa was pillaged by



colonial powers for many years and that passages like this one have been
used as justification for that behavior.

You know that those passages bother me as a Biblical scholar and as a
minister called by Christ to love all people and to treat them as I would like to
be treated. You also know the horrible truth of my own self-centered worries
about passages like this passage. There were believers among the people
that my ancestors subjugated at the worst and discriminated against at the
least. They likely prayed prayers like the prayers lifted up by the faithful people
in this psalm. Did they pray for freedom from enslavement? Did they pray for
God’s help? What a disturbing thought to think of my ancestors being prayed
about in such a way! What a disturbing thought to think that my ancestor’s
behavior may have justified such prayers of desperation.

So, what do I do Lord? As a minister who wants to honor and celebrate
freedom for a people that were treated as property, what do I do? The
principle founder of my denomination, John Wesley, believed that slavery was
incompatible with a repentant life. I want to celebrate that the vision of Wesley
for a world without slavery and with equity under God reached a milestone on
Juneteenth. There was a long way to go after 2,000 Union troops arrived in
Galveston to declare the freedom of around a quarter of a million slaves on
June 19, 1865 by the Emancipation Proclamation that had been declared in
1863. The journey from that day in 1865 has been difficult and challenging, but
that day was a step towards the world that Wesley taught that the church must
foster. A heinous sin was rightly brought to an end and I am grateful for that
reality.

I want to celebrate, but I also realize that things are not that simple God. If I
celebrate, will it be seen as cultural appropriation? If I celebrate, will it be seen
as an insult because half of my family came from Georgia and likely owned
slaves at one point or another? If I celebrate, will it be rejected because my
family has benefited from that system of oppression even if we did nothing
directly?

To put it bluntly, You, Holy Spirit, are the Wise One in our relationship. You are
the One who helped lead our nation away from the evils of slavery and who
has led people to work for equity and egalitarianism with people from across
the spectrum of humanity. You have been at work in church basements and in
parlors with groups that have been as diverse as they have been beautiful.
You have been in prayer meetings in fields, groups of United Methodist
Women in Fellowship Halls, and prayer groups in businesses as people sought
Your will and organized to make it happen. You have been with people
carrying signs and with people on their knees. You have been all over the
place throughout the history of Your people.



So, what do I do? What should I say? How do I lead in a time like this and with
a reality like the one I face? Our reading from Galatians was written by Paul to
a people who were troubled and losing their way. If Paul sounds sharp in our
reading, it is with good purpose. The people were abandoning the way they
needed to go with their lives and Paul was calling them to account.

If I want to seek God’s approval and to be a servant of Christ, what should I say
about all of this? If I receive and share what I have heard from Jesus Christ,
how do I do that in a way that honors both Christ and actually gets across to
people? How do I share the gospel in this moment? What do I tell them, my
Counselor and Guide?

When we sit together and I try to listen to You, I find myself leaning upon what
You have taught me over the years. As cliche as it sometimes seems, I keep
relying on 1 Corinthians 13. The final verses in that chapter tell us that when
everything has come and gone, there are three things that will remain: faith,
hope, and love. I feel as if the words I share must be marked by a deep hope
in Your work and with the faith that You know the way forward. Most of all, I
believe that love must be at the root of everything in these moments.

Will the people hear me if I tell them that God loves them deeply? Will they
believe me if I say God’s love does not depend on how their skin looks? Will
they believe me if I say that the love of God goes beyond skin tone and that
God loves them and that does not depend on their level of education, the
language they speak, their Body Mass Index, the amount in their bank
account, the value of their house, their popularity, or even whether or not life
has been easy? Will they believe me when I say that they are loved and invited
into a better way of life that is marked by Your Presence?

Will they believe me if I say that things change when You come into their lives?
Can I tell them that You can teach them how to love and even how to be loved
by other people? Will You help them understand how love grows exponentially
when You are around? Will You help them see that it isn’t just love that
expands in Your Presence? Will you help them believe that they can have faith
in You and that they can come to have hope both in You and in other children
of God? Will You help us all to see that faith, hope, and love can fill the world?

In truth, I completely understand the need for psalms like Psalm 68. There are
moments when we need our victorious God, but in honesty, I prefer the last
chapter of the Book of Revelation. I like the idea of You working to bring
healing among the nations and for a city of many diverse colors and cultures
that surround You. I like the celebratory nature of that passage and really want
to be a part of that eternal block party where we celebrate Christ. I love the
idea of a party marked by everything from churros to pierogies, from



dumplings to chili, from clambakes to hummus, from samovars of tea to
pitchers of tropical fruit juice, and everything in between.

There’s a long way to go between here and there. In truth, we all need Your
help to believe in that vision. Can You help us to have that level of faith? Can
You bless us with a vision of hope? Most of all, can You give us enough love to
inspire us and help us to look past the divisions that come from a multitude of
problems, misunderstandings, and sins? We could use Your help.

As I conclude this letter to You, I will let You know that I will keep talking to You
about these challenges. Who knows what will happen with the people hearing
this letter or reading it later? Perhaps they will have a word or two to share
with You on the subject. Perhaps they will listen and hear better than I can
hear. I pray that they will, because there is still a long way to go and I highly
doubt we will reach the journey before my part in this story is done.

Sincerely,

Rev. Robert Dean


