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Beloved of God, it so hard to listen to this morning’s gospel text.  In fact, when I turned to it weeks ago I could not imagine how I might preach from it.  And then, one among us reminded me the second Sunday in November is a special Sunday.  For the past ten years this day has been set aside as the International Day of Prayer for the Persecuted Church.   This is the day set aside to pray for those who are persecuted because of their faith in Christ.  Knowing this helped me to see Luke’s text in new and deeper ways.

When we enter the Gospel story Jesus and his disciples are gathered and engaged in conversation about things to come; things that do not bode well for those who follow the new messiah.  Jesus speaks to his disciples about a time when there will be wars and rumors of wars, when there will be earthquakes, famine and plagues.  But before these things occur the Master warns his followers they will face certain persecution.  They will be arrested and they will be delivered up to authorities.  Jesus tells them their own religious leaders, their own loved ones, will bring them before magistrates and authorities and all of this will occur because of their faith in Christ.  With a tone filled with gravitas, the Savior says some will even be put to death.
The promise of tribulation, the promise of trials, the promise of persecution for the followers of Christ is as old as his ministry on earth.  And, 2000 years later we must admit that even our country began, in part, because of religious intolerance on the continent of Europe.  The Library of Congress’ website, Religion and the Founding of the Early American Republic, provides chilling accounts of religious persecution in Europe; persecution that led to waves of immigration to America.  And, what is more, this same web site points out the American colonists’ own special brand of religious intolerance which rivaled the scenes Jesus painted for his disciples in the Lukan text.  
In the time of Jesus, as a catalyst for the founding of America and as an ingredient in our nation’s earliest days; persecution has been a plague on the lives of Christians throughout time and memory, and it is no different today.
On this second Sunday in November, as we observe the International Day of Prayer for the Persecuted Church, we are called to think about those whose lives are in jeopardy, even as I speak, just because they believe Jesus is Lord.  On this day we hold in our hearts those who are afraid to speak of their faith in open spaces because to do so could bring a sentence of death; on this day we gather to pray for them.

But my friends, if I tell you the truth, when I began to prepare for this day I was not sure what to pray.  I was not sure where to begin.  I could not imagine what I was to do with all of the information I had received about men and women whose lives are in peril because of their faith in my Lord.  I received a note slipped anonymously under our office door.  It is unsigned but it begs us, as church, to pray that their family members find a new a true relationship with Christ.  Yet who ever placed this note under our door did not believe they could sign it.  I am aware of an email list that shares the stories of men and women who are kidnapped and tortured because of their faith.  There are fathers and sons who disappear for a time and come back changed; daughters who are assaulted as a way of being shamed and made unfit for marriage.  I am aware of these things but I did not know how to process my own feelings or how to make sense out of senselessness persecution because of one’s beliefs.  
But of all the things I do not know, I do know this; the history of God’s people tells me – indeed teaches me – when Christians find themselves in cataclysmic circumstances, God can bring something great out of the catastrophe.       

I do know this, had not the first followers of Christ been persecuted the word of the living God might not have spread as far or as wide as it did.  Be very clear the earliest, first century disciples of Jesus were circumscribed by a very small geographic area.  Jesus and those who walked with him and talked with him, scholars believe and the text supports, interacted within a 90 mile circle surrounding the place where he was born.  Jesus did not venture to the European Continent; he did not travel to India or to Greece.  He did not take his teachings, as it were, out on the far flung roads.  Christ and his early adherents were bounded by distances oh so small.  And even after his death those who believed remained close by, behind doors locked, in the area we now know as Israel and Palestine.  But the great persecutions that began to intensify right after his death, the great persecutions that began to be used as public spectacle to frighten any who would follow him; the great persecutions that served as public entertainment – served also to send the church into the world.  

Remember the story of Stephen, the first post resurrection martyr for the Christian faith?  His story is told in the book of Acts.  In Chapter 7 he is stoned because he tells of his love for Jesus.  In the very next chapter, we read:  On [the day Stephen was stoned] a great persecution broke out against the church in Jerusalem, and all except the apostles were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria.  The text continues, those who had been scattered preached the word wherever they went.  This great persecution, this great evil, began a great movement through which the word of God, made manifest in Christ, spread to places it otherwise might have missed.
I do know this; the same pattern was born out in the persecution of believers in Europe.  Had not Catholics been a threat to the Church of England; had not the Church of England persecuted them in ways that I dare not share this early, this morning – but suffice it to say it was worse that what was done to Stephen – had not they fled to the shores of what we now call Maryland, who knows if and how this portion of the Christian church would have come to this land.  Had not the Anabaptists been cursed and pursued by the other Protestant brothers and sisters because they wished to worship without the form and fashion of a state run church; had not they been hung from trees and made fearful enough to flee; who knows if the word of God would have taken root in New England soil.   

On this International Day of Prayer for the Persecuted Church we must remember that man’s inhumanity to man, humankind’s willingness to pursue and to persecute those who are different; has been a part of the Christian story from its inception.  Yet somehow, by God’s grace and love, somehow through God’s mercy and power; even in the midst of persecution God has been able to bring something great out something hideous and hateful; God has been able to bring something great out of the mayhem and mindlessness of persecution.  And if God has been able to do so in the past; then God is able to do so now.
In Arab countries, in Asian countries, in African Countries to be a follower of Christ’s way, to love and desire to worship the one we call Jesus, can still call pain and the presence of persecution into one’s life.  But God is able to do more than we can think or ask even in these places.   

And there is more.  Remember when Jesus sat with his disciples not only did he tell them they would be delivered up to the authorities, he also told them they would have the opportunity to be a witness, to share the good news of Christ with the very ones who persecuted them.  But wait a minute, if I am a Stephen staring at people with very large stones, if I am one of the Catholics feeling the heat of very real flames, if I am a woman in a country where my faith can cause my death I am not so sure if, in the face of my persecutors, I would be equipped or inspired to be a witness to the good news of Jesus.  
Well my brothers and sisters, maybe this is where you, I, and all those who pray for the persecuted church come in.  Each of you received a little scroll as you came into church.  Would you open it now?  Open it and you will read the real life situation of a person or an advocacy agency working on behalf of those who are persecuted for their faith.  What if this person, this agency is in a situation where the words of hope, the words of faith are on their lips but they need just a little more courage to speak, to stand, to hold on.  And what if that courage, that hope, that power might come because all across the world men and women are praying for them.  What if on this international day of prayer hundreds and thousands and millions of prayers rise to heaven asking God to strengthen our brothers and sisters, to free our brothers and sisters, or to equip our brothers and sisters to withstand their circumstances.
What if your prayer scrolls asks you to pray for a women who might be abandoned by her husband and her family because of her faith.  And what if your prayer, joined with other prayers, strengthens her to ask one more person for help; and that person is the one who will help her!  What if your prayer scroll asks you to pray for a child who might be ostracized or ridiculed because of her faith and your prayer, your prayer, encourages her to find other friends who will walk with her and support her, and she does so successfully!  Maybe your prayer scroll asks you to pray for the United Nations, pray that this august organization will find new and effective ways to work with countries that persecute people of faith and your prayer combined with my prayer somehow reaches the heart of one who is in power and who can and will make a difference.  And maybe, just maybe, your prayer scroll asks you to pray for me; pray for me and all of the others who are free of religious persecution and who are unmindful of the need to pray for those whose lives are contorted by this very thing.   
And how do we pray?  You might pray with hope, because with God all things are possible.  You might pray with passion, for your heart goes out to those in these circumstances.  You might pray with trembling because it feels so overwhelming to pray for those who are persecuted.  But as Paul tells us in Romans, do not worry with what words you pray, for the Sprit of God comes in our weakness and intercedes in our prayers with sounds too deep for words.  And God, who knows our hearts and hears the sincere desire of our prayers, receives our prayers with gladness and then when God is ready moves to heal the world and those who suffer in it.

And do these prayers make a difference?  Yes, they make a difference because Paul tells us the fervent prayers of those who are right with God are powerful and effective.  Yes they make a difference because as we pray our hearts are made more open to God and that changes us.  Yes they make a difference because as we pray we are placed in solidarity with those around the world who love God and pray.  Yes, they make a difference because as we pray we join a great concert of prayer whose energy is sufficient to begin the healing of God’s land.  II Chronicles 7:14 says if my people, who are called by my name will humble themselves, seek my face, pray and turn from wicked ways then I, their God, will hear from heaven and heal their land.  Yes our prayers make a difference.
And so we must pray.  Pray for the situations on your prayer scroll.  Pray that God would protect all people from persecution.  Pray that agencies and organizations, good men and women, and all who do not suffer the pain of persecution will stand in solidarity with those who do.  You and I, in the comfort of our lives are called to be God’s hands and feet, God’s voice and power to do all that we can to move toward a day when all the world is free and all those who love and serve the Lord do so in safety and peace.  
Show us Lord how we ought to pray and how we ought to act as ambassadors of your love and power, in your name, for your people, across your land.  Amen. 
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