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From the   Psalm 105   

1
 O give thanks to the LORD, call on his name,

   make known his deeds among the peoples.
2

 Sing to him, sing praises to him;
   tell of all his wonderful works.
3

 Glory in his holy name;
   let the hearts of those who seek the LORD rejoice.
4

 Seek the LORD and his strength;
   seek his presence continually.
5

 Remember the wonderful works he has done,
   his miracles, and the judgements he has uttered,
6

 O offspring of his servant Abraham,
   children of Jacob, his chosen ones.

7
 He is the LORD our God;

   his judgements are in all the earth.
8

 He is mindful of his covenant forever,
   of the word that he commanded, for a thousand generations,
9

 the covenant that he made with Abraham,
   his sworn promise to Isaac,
10

 which he confirmed to Jacob as a statute,
   to Israel as an everlasting covenant,
11

 saying, ‘To you I will give the land of Canaan
   as your portion for an inheritance.’

45
 that they might keep his statutes

   and observe his laws.
Praise the LORD!
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From the Gospel of:

Matthew 13:31-33, 44-52   

He put before them another parable: ‘The kingdom of heaven is like a
mustard seed that someone took and sowed in his field; it is the smallest of
all the seeds, but when it has grown it is the greatest of shrubs and
becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and make nests in its
branches.’

He told them another parable: ‘The kingdom of heaven is like yeast that a
woman took and mixed in with three measures of flour until all of it was
leavened.’

 ‘The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field, which someone
found and hid; then in his joy he goes and sells all that he has and buys that
field.

‘Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant in search of fine pearls; on
finding one pearl of great value, he went and sold all that he had and bought
it.

‘Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a net that was thrown into the sea and
caught fish of every kind; when it was full, they drew it ashore, sat down,
and put the good into baskets but threw out the bad. So it will be at the end
of the age. The angels will come out and separate the evil from the
righteous and throw them into the furnace of fire, where there will be
weeping and gnashing of teeth.

 ‘Have you understood all this?’ They answered, ‘Yes.’ And he said to them,
‘Therefore every scribe who has been trained for the kingdom of heaven is
like the master of a household who brings out of his treasure what is new
and what is old.’
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Passionate Remembering

Our readings this morning pull us toward a place and idea that perhaps
we would rather not go…the past, how to remember it, how to honor it, but
also how to understand it and in some sense, let it go.  That is, the readings
ask us to take a deep dive into our understanding of history.  Psalm 105’s
remembrance of the past is not some sort of nostalgia for a seemingly better
time, but rather it is a challenge to how we are to believe and work in the
present.  Our remembrance of the past defines the present in a particular
way, inviting the faith community to a future that is given only by this
remembered God.  “Remember the wonderful works he has done, his
miracles and judgments he has uttered, ... he is the Lord our God; his
judgments are in all the earth.  He is mindful of his covenant forever, of the
word that he commanded, for a thousand generations…”  (Ps. 105:5-8)

And also, as we are about to conclude the reading of Matthew’s
collection of parables, and we might well consider any of these read, but just
as important is Jesus question to those who heard them (disciples, the
crowd?):  “Have you understood all this?  They said to him, “Yes.”  And he
said to them, “Therefore every scribe who has been trained for the kingdom
of heaven is like a householder who brings out of his treasure what is new
and what is old.”” (Mt. 13:51-52)  How quick would we be to confidently
respond with a resounding “Yes!” to that question?  As we grapple with the
old and the new in our own lives, we ought to seek some sense of
transformational understanding, of both things old and new…like our
allegiance to statues, whether in Richmond or in Boston!  It is happening
around the world.

One historian recently opined,  “As protesters and public officials remove
statues and memorials to conquerors, oppressors, enslavers and murderers,
people like King Leopold II of Belgium, Cecil Rhodes (of South Africa), Robert E.
Lee and, perhaps above all, Christopher Columbus, it is sometimes complained
that such acts erase history….  But historians almost universally reject such
arguments. This is because we know that knowledge of the past comes from
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the archive, documents and objects preserved in libraries or museums. We
scour these records in order to produce scholarship for experts, in the form of
academic books and peer-reviewed articles, and for the public, in the form of
podcasts, blogs and op-eds. We teach what we’ve learned to students, whose
questions prompt us to return to the archive and revise what we know.  None of
this requires statues. Indeed, the process of removing monuments and
renaming streets, squares and even cities themselves has always resulted from
remembering the past.” (Prof. William Cavert, Star Tribune, 6/12/20)(emphasis
added)

And another writes, “Conflicts over particular statues are the result of
specific disagreements over an aspect of history. The sharp divides
between those who would see [Cecil] Rhodes or a Confederate general as a
villain and those who would see each as a hero are cases in point.  Disputes
have also been caused by people interpreting monuments in different ways.
On the one hand are those who regard them as embodying some essential
and imperishable historical certainty. On the other are observers who are
able – and willing – to look beyond a particular statue to a more complex
and contestable past reality. The latter are better poised to recognize that
outmoded and divisive political values embodied in any monument belong in
one place and one place alone: the past.” (Simon John, History
Today, Volume 69, Issue 9, September 2019)

The major difficulty, it seems to me, is at least twofold.  One is the
confusion about a sign of something, such as a public statue, and the thing
that it signifies. The second is a debate about as to what the sign or statue
actually means.  I was reminded of this first fundamental problem in human
perception years ago when taking my cat to the vet.  She liked to ride on the
back of the passenger seat next to me, and as we were passing another car
on a divided highway, I happened to see another cat in that car, clearly
looking out to enjoy the view.  I tried pointing this out to Jezebel, our cat,
and, try as I might, I was only successful at getting her to stare at my finger
that was pointing toward the second, neighboring and motoring cat!  There
is a fundamental confusion about the sign and the thing signified; the
underlying meaning.  It happens to human beings as well.  It happens when
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we are forgetful.  The statue isn’t itself history, and isn’t even needed for
remembering, but when we see a statue of Lincoln, say, we are opened up
to the possibility remembering what he went through to keep our country
from splitting apart, and how his violent death resulted from those
successful efforts. Our Muslim sisters and brothers have avoided all of this
difficulty of reverence for images and statutes by making such work taboo. 
But that will not work for us.

Secondly, Jesus’ image of the scribe who has undergone training for
the kingdom of heaven is a very lively image.  It brings to mind a life of
disciplined learning, of committed engagement to prepare for life in the
loving Kingdom of God, and a reminder that life in that kingdom requires an
attention to both old and new!  There is a need for the remembrance of
things past, of the work of God in bringing the world into being, of making
covenants with Abraham and Jacob and all the rest, but also openness to
something, to someone new, to Jesus, who is, in Paul’s words, “doing a new
thing”, confirming the promise of God, and yet demonstrating, even in an
oblique way by teaching in parables, the true nature of the ongoing and yet-
to-come reign of God. 

In many cases, not only are we confused about the reference of the
statue, but also of the purpose behind erecting it.  In all too many cases, the
statutes commemorating confederate generals were blatant attempts at
establishing in a post-Civil War world, a continuing regime of white supremacy. 
Or in the case of monuments erected of the Ten Commandments, these were
erected throughout the country in the 1950’s as a publicity stunt to advertise the
movie of the same name!  In neither case, a deeper look at the history, a more
disciplined look reveals a deeper and perhaps more sinister or less meaningful
reason for the monument, depending on the circumstances.

We are too often a forgetful people, for sure, but our texts today are calling
to us to a new kind of passionate remembering, a remembering that is not
romantically demanding a return to the past, but one which passionately and
forcefully pushes us to a new understanding of where we have been, and to
what sort of nation and world we are called to build. 

Perhaps we need to unleash the poets among us to remind us what to
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place near any current statute in our midst.  I am reminded of one particular
statue which should give us pause.

The New Colossus

BY  EMMA  LAZARUS

Not like the brazen giant of Greek fame,
With conquering limbs astride from land to land;

Here at our sea-washed, sunset gates shall stand
A mighty woman with a torch, whose flame
Is the imprisoned lightning, and her name
Mother of Exiles. From her beacon-hand

Glows world-wide welcome; her mild eyes command
The air-bridged harbor that twin cities frame.

“Keep, ancient lands, your storied pomp!” cries she
With silent lips. “Give me your tired, your poor,
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,

The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me,

I lift my lamp beside the golden door!”

May we honor that view of our past, and passionately remember who
we are called to be.  Amen.
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