Today’s collect’s got an amazingly timely line: “Keep us both outwardly in our bodies and inwardly in
our souls, that we may be defended from all adversities which may happen to the body, and from all evil
thoughts which may assault and hurt the soul.” Evil thoughts are assaulting souls on a daily basis, and God
knows bodies the nation over are in dire need of defense. And if that passage from Luke is as prescient as it
sounds, it won’t be long before “bodies the nation over” begin to include “regular” people like so many of you
and me.

I need to stop here and acknowledge something. The way the news’s been spreading lately, as groups
become out-groups and out-groups become criminalized, my own identity’s being defined for me whether I like
it or not. As I’ve been reading the news lately, I’ve watched as adversities hit other people from the safety of
who and what I am not. At first it was criminals being targeted.! Well, I’'m not a criminal, so I can read about
criminals and bemoan the unfair treatment they receive. Then it was immigrants who came here without
documentation.? Well, I’'m not here illegally, so I can read about them and grow angry over their treatment.
Then it was immigrants who are here legally.” Well, I’'m not an immigrant, so I can reach out to my immigrant
friends and send my love. Then it was children who were born here.* Well, I was born here, but my parents are
citizens, and plus I’m not a child. Then it was trans people in Texas.’ Well, I’'m not a trans person and, by the
grace of God, I’ve never lived in Texas. Do you see what I’m getting at? It’s not just that I’'m not in those
categories; it’s that something’s working on me from within that has not only identified myself as not being in
those endangered groups, it’s also identified those endangered groups as “not regular people.” Y’all, that’s an
evil thought of my own implanted by the evils of our society that assaults my own soul. In other words, it’s not
great. So let me try that line again. If Jesus is right, it won’t be long before “bodies the nation over in dire need
of defense” begin to include “regular” people like so many of you and me. What does “regular” mean there?
Native-born? Documented? Christian? White? Male?® Unfortunately, “regular” is coming to mean all those
things, and any exception to “regular” isn’t just called “different,” it’s called “dangerous.”” Much as I try to land
on the inclusive side of things, I’'m aware of the power of propaganda to redefine even my most stubborn of
brains -- evil thoughts assaulting souls.

But back to that Gospel. A story unfolds as some “regular” people tell Jesus about “the Galileans whose
blood Pilate mingled with their sacrifices,” an event that sounds strange to our ears and abhorrent to theirs. In
case you aren’t up on your 1st Century headlines, the story goes that Pilate got upset with some Gentile
foreigners living in Galilee because they committed the bold crime of sticking to their belief that they “ought to
call no man master.” Their punishment was death, and to really drive the point home, Pilate had their blood
mixed with the blood of sacred sacrifices to show just exactly who was the master there. But they weren’t
“regular” people. Jesus mentions a second headline, the tragic story of 18 apparently “regular” people killed
when a tower collapsed. And then he asks the same question we all ask when bad things happen to “regular”
people. Did they deserve to die? Did the 18 deserve to be crushed? For that matter, did the resistant Gentiles
deserve to be sacrificed? And then he turns that old question on its head. No, it’s not about whether or not they
deserved it. It’s about whether or not you think you don’t. “Do you think that because these Galileans suffered
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in this way they were worse sinners than all other Galileans? Or those eighteen who were killed when the tower
of Siloam fell--do you think that they were worse offenders than all the others living in Jerusalem? No, but
unless you repent, you will perish just like them.” In other words, Jesus says, “Change or die.”

I wanna switch gears and tell you about two headlines from the 21st Century. The first is about
foreigners sacrificed to our system. The second is about a building collapse. On Friday morning, Time
published an article titled, “What the Venezuelans Deported to El Salvador Experienced.” A quick caveat:
vocabulary matters. There’s an error right there in the title that helps to normalize an enormous crime.
“Deportation” is the forced repatriation of an immigrant; deportation means the government makes someone go
back to their country of origin.”’® Venezuelans can be deported to Venezuela. Salvadorans can be deported to El
Salvador. But Venezuelans cannot be deported to El Salvador; that’s kidnapping. It doesn’t matter if they’re here
illegally, if they’ve committed crimes, or if they’re gang members. They’ve been kidnapped by the government
without criminal charges and sent to a prison on foreign soil in an egregious abuse of due process and the
prohibition on cruel and unusual punishment. That’s the truth hiding in that simple headline. And if you think,
as a “regular” person, you are immune to egregious abuses of due process and the prohibition on cruel and
unusual punishment, you might want to listen to Jesus. Change or die.

The author of that article witnessed 261 men removed from three planes in the middle of the night. They
were met with rows of a heavily armed police and military presence who were told to “show them they are not
in control.” Immediately upon arrival at the prison, they were beaten. After being thrown to the ground one man
cried, “I’m not a gang member. I’'m gay. I’'m a barber.” Prison guards aggressively shaved their heads, stripped
the men naked, and threw them into cells with 80 men crammed in each, where they had only steel planks for
beds--no mattresses, no pillows, no blankets, no phones, not even a radio to catch snippets of news about their
own capture. One Venezuelan mother in Caracas didn’t know where her son had been disappeared to until his
face happened to appear on a news report about that prison.!" As the author puts it, “it was exile to another
world, a place so cold and far from home they may as well have been sent to space, nameless and forgotten.
Holding my camera, it was as if [ watched them become ghosts.” Do you think that because these Venezuelans
suffer in this way they are worse sinners than “regular” people? No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will
all perish as they did.

The second headline comes from Serbia. Back in November, a train station in Serbia’s second largest
city collapsed, killing 15.'* Protestors pointed to growing government corruption as the cause and have been
demonstrating in the streets for months. Those protests have grown considerably and included more than
300,000 people at their most recent peak. As one protestor put it, “We just want a country that works.”"* At the
largest of those protests, one week ago yesterday, the enormous crowd gathered and began with 15 minutes of
silence, one minute each to remember the victims of the collapse. In the middle of that moment of quiet and still
reverence, an attack like something from the imagination of Jules Verne hit the crowd. It’s easy to find videos of
this online; you can watch it for yourself.'* The international community thinks the government ambushed them
with a sonic cannon.” I didn’t know this was a thing. Maybe y’all did? It sounds made up, the sort of thing only
conspiracy theorists and sci-fi writers talk about. But no, it’s very real. A sonic cannon’s attack isn’t just an
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uncomfortably loud noise that’s invisible, impossible to defend against, and travels at the speed of sound. It’s so
much worse. The effect’s been described as feeling like being inside a microwave.

Protestors were struck (hopefully) temporarily deaf, their skin burned, their organs rumbled with the
vibration. The full-body pain was so overwhelming that all their normal thought processes stopped, leaving
their minds empty of all but a single, urgent message: “Get out of here. Now.”'® In the video, the silent crowd
stood still until the high-pitched whine ripped through the middle of the protestors, sending the crowd rushing to
safety and terrified relief. It’s a wonder no one was trampled. Some believe a deadly stampede was the
miraculously-avoided goal. Do you think that because these Serbians suffered in this way they were worse
sinners than all “regular” people? No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all perish as they did.

I know, I know. Our government isn’t Venezuela or El Salvador or Serbia or Ancient Rome. We’re
Americans, “regular” people, safe...right? Sorry, but a sonic cannon was used in 2011 against Occupy Wall
Street.'” A naturally-born 10-year old American citizen with brain cancer was expelled from the US to Mexico
last month. "*And American vandals have been threatened with 20-years in a secretive prison hidden away in
another country.'” We, so-called “regular” people, are being sacrificed on an altar that has yet to reveal what it
truly serves, be it greed, power, cruelty, chaos. Whatever it’s an altar to, it ain’t an altar to God. Evil’s assaulting
all around us. If you haven’t felt it or haven’t seen it yet, brace yourself and thank the random chance of your
birth that you’re currently among the “regular” people; you may not be for long. In case Jesus didn’t put it
bluntly enough, I’ll try my hand at a 21st Century rewording: do you think you’re better than them? You’re not.
Change now or die like them.

Y’all, we’ve been piling manure up against this fig tree to see what kind of fruit it’ll bear, and it’s wild.
It keeps producing rotten fruit, and we keep acting like if we get rid of enough not-so-“regular” people, it’ll
suddenly make honeycrisp apples. But it’s not gonna. Attacks on the soul don’t bear sweet fruit. They bear more
and more rot, and right now, rot rules. This tree won’t bring us life and it won’t bring the oppressed relief. It will
feed more anger, more resentment, more kidnapping, more military weapons used on civilians, more
disappearances, and more tragedy. And so many will go back to its roots anyway and give it a little more time
and a little more positive thinking in the hopes that it’ll tire out, learn its lesson, and return to sanity and
normalcy and compassion. My people, I love you, but that isn’t going to happen. Rot will produce more rot and
more hate and more violence until you yourself face the fate of the Galileans, the 18 in Siloam, the thousands in
Serbia, the hundreds in El Salvador. Wake. Up. You thought you were better than them? You thought you were
safe? You are not. And your chance to change may soon be too late. Change now, or ... well, you know the rest.
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