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This morning our text finds us looking in on an unlikely hero, and his name is Gideon.  In the book of Judges we learn that before Israel was like other nations, before they were ruled by kings, they were lead by men and women called Judges.  When one reads the  book of Judges a pattern emerges, a pattern that details Israel’s behavior and the pattern goes something like this:  first God blesses Israel and for a period of time they live in obedience to all God has called them to do.  Then, after a while they seem to lapse into a complacency of sorts, forget about God, and freely live their lives according to their own strictures and statues.  Page after page of the biblical text introduces their behavior with these words; then the Israelites did what was evil in the sight of the Lord.  What follows next is some enemy rises up and takes advantage of the Israelites, routing them from their land, stealing their possessions and generally making their lives quite miserable.  In the midst of their misery God’s chosen ones cry out, Lord help us, and God then raises up a judge, a leader, one who will help set right Israel’s behavior and restore their borders, their belongings and their belief in the importance of following and obeying God.
As we encounter our unlikely hero Gideon, Israel is in the downward spiral portion of this pattern.  As you heard read, once again the people had sinned against the Lord and this time God had allowed the Midianites to come into their midst.  As the text reports these Midianites were a little like a marauding gang of outlaws, taking what they wanted, devastating the land, causing the people of God to flee to the hills and to hide in caves.  So frightened were the Israelites that they did not dare come out into the open to conduct even the most basic of tasks.  Even the job of threshing wheat, a job best done on a high plain so that the wind might carry away the chaff, even that task was being conducted down in a hole.  Yes, as we encounter Gideon this morning he is threshing wheat, down in a hole.
Our brother Gideon is in a world of trouble.  Crouching, frightened, and sure that the Midianites will be back in a heartbeat to take what little he has been able to hide.  Gideon sees himself as weak and without power.  He sees his plight as pitiful and without hope.  And he imagines that he will live the rest of his life down in that hole.  
Now before we are too hard on Gideon, our brother has a right to be afraid.  The text says the Midianites and their camels are too numerous to number, the text says they are stronger than the Israelites.  Gideon might be thinking that God has allowed all of this to happen because God has abandoned his once chosen people.  Yes, Gideon has a right to be afraid for it seems as if the odds are stacked against him.  He does not have the experience, the weapons, or the courage to stand up against an enemy so powerful, a problem so vast or a situation so impossible.  

The way Gideon feels is not wholly unfamiliar to many in the world.  I imagine men and women in the streets of the Gaza feel like they are in a hole.  I imagine that congressmen and women who fight for the good of the whole, and not some ear marked project, often feel like they are in a hole.  It must be how the hungry feel when they know there is food aplenty somewhere in the world and if must be how you and I feel or have felt or will feel when that situation, that moment, that difficulty, that problem presents itself and our resources and all avenues of recourse seem to be without sufficient experience, weaponry or courage to face an enemy so powerful, a problem so vast or a situation so impossible.  Yes before we are too hard on Gideon we must recognize that in our individual, communal, national and global lives sometimes it feels as if the Midianites have come into town and the good people are taking refuge in a hole.

But I am so glad the story does not end with Gideon down in that hole for out of what seems like nowhere but is indeed out of God’s somewhere an angel of the Lord comes to the edge of that hole, looks down into Gideon’s predicament and says, The Lord is With You Brave and Mighty Man.  Now, I can just imagine Gideon looking up from his hole, looking straight at the angel and responding to this greeting you brave and mighty man with who me?  Who me, a brave and mighty man?  Who me, someone the Lord is with?  Angel you have got to be kidding, and in fact you must have the wrong hole on the wrong day.  Don’t you see me down here in this hole threshing this little bit of wheat, hiding from the Midianites.  No angel, you definitely have the wrong hole on the wrong day.  

But what Gideon did not know was that the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the God of Sarah, Rebecca and Ruth, the God of the founders of this church, the God we serve on the corner of Lincoln and Grove; that same God had seismic plans for Gideon.  God wanted Gideon to know that his present location was not to be his permanent legacy, that his current predicament was not his future position.  Gideon had to be reminded that where he was, was not where he was going to be and what he was enduring was not his end.  Yes I know it is hard to be courageous down in a hole, but God moved to the mouth of that hole with words of power and words that would guide our brother up and out of his hole.  
On this bright June morning, in the midst of a series of sermons about courage I just believe that God has something to say to Gideon about being courageous, about being willing and able to go where it is God is sending him.  I do believe God wants Gideon to know at least three things that will enable him to go forward with courage and power and I believe God would have you and me listen with intent to this very same list because if God has seismic plans for Gideon he just might have seismic plans for you and me.
The first thing that is spoken into Gideon’s situation is that God sees him not as he is but as he was created to be.  God saw Gideon not as one down in a hole frightened and freighted with worry.  God saw Gideon not as one destined to live without a full measure of freedom.  God did not see Gideon as one bereft and alone, not as one least or left out.  No God saw Gideon as a mighty and a brave man.  God saw Gideon as one who just a few pages beyond our text would stand up to his father and all of the town’s people and tear down the altars of a false god.  God saw Gideon as the one who along with 300 would lead a charge against their enemies, defeating the Midianites and the Amalekites so soundly that they would never again rise against God’s people.  God saw Gideon not as he was down in that hole but indeed as he was created to be, a mighty and a brave man.

And the second thing spoken to Gideon while he is down in that hole is that God has given him the strength he needs for the tasks that lie ahead.  The New International Version renders verse 14 like this, Gideon go in the strength you have.  In other words Gideon, what you need to get up out of your hole, what you need to accomplish the tasks I have in store for you, what you need to be all you have been created to be is already in you, you already have it.  Go, my son in the strength that you already have.  See I am your God and I knew the places you would travel, knew the challenges you would face, knew the obstacles you would have to overcome. I am your creator and your maker and I understood before you drew breath all the hopes and fears of your life, I knew and I gave you what you would need not only to be the victor but I gave you what you would need to be a leader of a people, a destroyer of false idols and a model of courage for a church on a corner in Barrington, IL.  Go Gideon, go in the strength that you have, I have made it so because I knew you would have to go.

And that is not all.  As God stands on the edge of Gideon’s hole he says one more thing to our brother.  With clarity, with precision, with certainty and with power God says to Gideon and I will be with you.  Yes Gideon is down in a hole. Yes, there are Midianites and Amalekites everywhere.  Yes the Israelites are in the hill country cowering in caves. Yes it seems that they are up against an enemy so powerful, a problem so vast and a situation so impossible, but the word of God comes to us from Paul’s letter to Rome saying if God is for you, who can be against you.  God speaks to us from the prophet Isaiah and declares no weapon formed against you shall prosper.  And Jesus, the Savior, wants us to know that in this world we shall have tribulations but be of good cheer for he has overcome all of the issues of the world. 
God meets Gideon at the brink of his hole and says I will be with you.  And though our bibles indicate that God is speaking to Gideon using the future tense of the verb to be, if we were reading this text in the Hebrew we would see that the tense of that verb is really one that means more than I will be, it simultaneously means I was with you before the stars were set in the sky, I am with you in this moment as you gather your courage to get out of your hole and I will be with you when you fight your battles.  The third thing Gideon hears is come on up Gideon for I the God of all creation, I the God of night and day, I the God of hope and power I am with you all the way.   
To Gideon’s plaintive cry who me, God answers yes you.  Yes you Gideon I am calling you to a new level of courage.  Yes you Gideon I am calling you because you are the one I have chosen to make a difference in this situation.  Yes you Gideon you are the one who will lead your people.  Yes you Gideon you are the one for this day, this hour, this task, this purpose.  To Gideon’s frightened, hopeless, who me, God responds with new courage, new power and new hope, and a yes you.

And the reason Community Church God invites us to listen to this story with intent is because God is calling you and me, God is calling us to a new level of courage, to a new level of service, to a new level of living in God.

Each and every one of us, just like Gideon, is destined by God to make a difference in our world.  Each of us has potential beyond what we can imagine.  And each of us, like Gideon has been, is, or will be down in a hole hiding from what God is calling us to do. And be very clear our holes can be safe and secure places.  They can be comfortable places where we know all of the territory around us, where there are no surprises and where we can rest assured no one other than the ones we let in can or will get into our holes.  Sometimes our holes are the places we have created for ourselves where there will be no challenges and where we can go about our daily lives in a routine that does not shake or rattle or roll.  But in these days and in these times you and I, just like Gideon, are being called to come up out of our holes and to take on assignments to which God is calling us.

And those assignments will differ greatly.  To our youth Jenny your assignment may be to speak peace to some of your friends who are always trying to start trouble.  Taylor your assignment may be to reach out to some of the young people who seem lost and have no place just to come and hang out with their friends.  Grace your assignment may be to write a song that tells about the love of God.  Andrew your assignment may be to plan the next youth group outreach to share what you are learning in KWRC.  Eanan you assignment may be to help us figure out how to make our website interesting to youth.   Maggie your assignment may be to help write a story for youth who have met and overcome challenges that they did not think they could overcome.  Ellie you may have the assignment of reaching the top of the swimming world and telling all who ask I am here because of God.  And out of these experiences you, the young people of this church, may grow into the ones who bring peace to places torn by war, sit in halls of power presiding over laws that insure equity to all.  Yes our youth may be the ones who discover ways to end hunger or create health care plans that manage health and not illness.  

Now to do these things young people you will have to come up out of your holes that hold you down; hold you in.  You will have to come out of those holes for in them you might come to believe I don’t have those skills, I can’t do that sort of thing, that’s too much for me.  You have to come up out of those holes and hear what God said to Gideon and what God says to you, you are a mighty young man, a mighty young woman of power.  I have put in you everything you need and I am with you.  You can come up out of any hole and be all that God has created you to be.

And dare I call any adults by name.  Dare I identify any of our holes or any of our assignments?  I know there is an adult in here who wants to share his or her love of God, his or her walk with Christ with others – not as a hammer but as an extended hand – 

and you do not know how and your silence has become your hole.  I know there are brothers and sisters in here who see things going on at work and you know they are not right and yet you do not know how to deal with the effects of what is happening and so you do nothing, and that has become your hole.  I am sure there are men and women in this place who desire to be involved in bringing about a change in the community, in the nation and in the world and yet you see that the problems seems so vast, the enemy so large and the resources so few, and the inertia that sets in has become a hole; but God is crying aloud, yes you.  
On this morning I acknowledge I do not know what God is calling each of us to do.  I do not know yet what God is calling us as a congregation to do, but I do know I have a journal on my desk that I have set aside for this time I am away and the questions that are written on the first blank page are what is it God that you want us to hear, want us to know; out of what holes – our God – are you calling us to come and what shall we do.  That we is us, Community Church.  And I would ask you to join me in asking God to help us discern, individually and collectively, out of what place God is calling us to come and in what ways is God calling us to serve. 

For when I meet my maker I do not want to hear you lacked courage Zina to come out of your hole.  I do not want to hear that you did not trust me my daughter to pour into your heart the courage to meet the mission I made for you, to take down false Gods set up in front of you or to fight the Midianites that had come into your land.  

God is standing at the side of our holes and is looking into the circumstances that present themselves, he is looking into the doors of 407 Grove and he is saying there they are my mighty men and women of valor; the ones I see as so able, the ones I have equipped with courage, the ones I was with, am with and will be with.  There they are.  
Now beloved will we answer in doubt who us or with courage, yes us?
Let us pray.
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