12th Sunday After Pentecost

Look in the Mirror

August 3, 2008

Jer. 31:31-34; Romans 6:1-14


Look in the Mirror


I mentioned last week the joy of holding my sister’s new baby in my arms for the first time.  This morning I want to begin with the story of another birth, also in Nashville, just two days prior to my sister’s delivery. Two children, born hours apart, in the same town but in different worlds. A mirror, really, of our world.

Juana Villegas, a 33-year old native of Mexico, in Nashville illegally, or as we say sometimes, without papers, is driving through Nashville on July 3rd, when she is pulled over by the police. They ask for license and she says that she doesn’t have one.  Rather than being given a citation, she is immediately arrested and taken to the county jail, where a background check shows that she had been deported from the U.S. previously, about 12 years ago.  Juana, in her ninth month of pregnancy, is placed in a medium-security jail.  


Two days later Juana goes into labor.  She is taken from the jail to the hospital where she is handcuffed to her hospital bed.  She remains in these cuffs for all but the last minutes of her labor.  In the day or so that followed in the hospital, she is allowed neither to make nor receive a phone call.  Her husband is asked to come and get the baby, and she’s not allowed to see the baby for about 2-3 days.  A nurse’s suggestion that she be given a breast-pump was rejected by the sheriff’s department.  On July 8, she is released (a deportation case pending) to be with her children.  Officials explained the delay in having her reunited with her child by the fact that the main offices were closed due to celebrations of the birth of our nation, the July 4th holiday weekend.
 

It is easy, at least for me, to stand up and want to scream at those correction officials, and the people who wrote the policies they were carrying out, and the people who elected the people who appointed the people who wrote the policies.  How dare you bring a child into the world with her mother literally in chains?  Has your heart become so hardened, even petrified, that you would deny a newborn her mother’s milk and call it standard operating procedure?  You for whom the law is written everywhere but your heart.  Look at yourself in the mirror!  


But I suspect that if those corrections officials looked in the mirror, just as when I do, they may not see what Juana Villegas sees.  Instead, I suppose, they might see someone who’s doing their duty, following the procedures, being stuck in situations they weren’t really trained for and trying to do the best they can.  Perhaps even someone unfairly asked to work out our own nation’s ambivalence about immigration.

It’s for this reason, that the advice to look in the mirror has always been overrated.  I’m going to my 20th high school reunion from West Charlotte this fall, and there will be plenty of looking in the mirror between now and then.  Sophia, Kristin, and Susan could have fun betting in the pre-union workouts will start.  At any rate, I’m remembering that our class song was the Michael Jackson song, “I’m looking at the man in the mirror.  I’m asking him to change his ways.  If you want to make the world, a better place, take a look at yourself, and make a change.”  Great, cheesy song, the kind whose promise lasts about as long as the promise to keep in touch written in the back of a high school yearbook.  

Looking in a mirror, we see what we really want to see.  I’m reminded of a friend I had in Durham who had spent years and years on the streets before he finally got clean.  He’d talk with people still in the throws of what he had struggled with and he’d offer advice, and they’d say, “Thanks, but not thanks, I’m going to do this my way.”  To which he’d stare into their eyes with all the fire and intensity of a prophet like Jeremiah—“You are in the place you are because you’ve done it your way.”  


We live in a culture that wants to sing not Be Thou My Vision, but Be Myself My Vision.  Why is this so?

Now, I spend all week thinking of a good segue here, but I could never come up with one, so hang with me a minute.   I recently read an article about people whose limbs are amputated for one reason or another.  About 95% of the time, they develop symptoms following the amputation that are commonly called phantom limbs.  Imagine, for example, that you are a soldier in Iraq engaged in a firefight, your arm cradling your machine gun, when an explosion happens.  You lose consciousness and awake hours later to discover that the arm that held the machine gun is gone.  It’s been amputated.  But it feels like it’s still there.  Your brain becomes stuck with the last thing it remember feeling in your arm.  So you can feel your finger on the trigger, then tension racing through your arm.  Only there’s no trigger, no finger.  You’re no longer even fighting.  The battle’s over.


I am wondering if things happen like what happened to Juana Villegas because we’re still fighting battles that Jesus declared irrelevant years ago.  As if what has been promised to us is only a fight to the finish for the scraps in an economy of scarcity, rather than a place for everyone at feast of the Kingdom.  

Paul tells us that we’ve been made dead to sin and alive in Christ, so why do we live the promise is dead?  Have we become so disillusioned by an incredibly imperfect church that we’ve simply amputated the hope that things can be different?  These amputations of the heart, of hope, can happen in many ways.  It can be stuff that we’ve grown up with.  Things that our parents did or didn’t do that, even if doing their best, that leave us scarred.  But it can happen other ways, too.  Dramatic ways like coming back from fighting in a war, having witnessed things no one should ever have to see.  Or more mundane ways, confusing our own worth with that of the stock market.  Or living in a neighborhood designed to ensure that we do not have to see or talk to our neighbors.  A part of us slowly dies.

If this is you, being told to look in the mirror does nothing for you.  You may not even see what used to be there.  You need something else.

A researcher out in California has discovered one thing that works, if not all the time, a lot of the time.  It’s called a mirror box.  It works like this.  Pretend you are that soldier whose phantom limb still has its finger stuck on the trigger.  There is a mirror in that divides the box into two compartments.  You pretend to slip your phantom hand, machine gun and all into the other compartment.  If you hold your head a certain way, your brain will see in the mirror that divides the box the un-reversed image of your good hand in the spot where your left hand would be.  Your brain will think it’s your left hand, but really it’s your right hand.  So with your right hand, you take your finger off the trigger.  And the brain, thinking that now your left hand, the phantom limb, is off the trigger, relaxes, it gets unstuck.  And over time, and repetition, the phantom limb becomes unclenched.  The finger eases off the trigger.  In time even the trigger disappears.  The key is having one good hand.  One good heart.


What would have to happen for the church to become a mirror box, a place where amputated, hardened hearts are made whole again?  

About two months before Juana Villegas gave birth in handcuffs, in Postville, Iowa, a town of about 2,300, federal immigration agents raided a meat-packing plant, arresting 400 undocumented workers, many of whom had been in Postville for 10 years, having had children baptized in the local catholic church.
  Helicopters swirled overhead this small town.  Word among the families of those arrested at work spread quickly.  They went to St. Bridget’s Catholic Church.  No plan.  No advance warning.  They fled to the church.  To sanctuary.  Anglo members of the church came too.  They came with food.  But also with a plan.  The church’s 350 members have spent $500,000 so far on relief for the families.  They have organized a march with other congregations.  And in the process they have reflected to their town, to their country, and to us, the people of Caldwell Memorial Presbyterian Church,  the body and heart of Christ.


This promise is this:  We have been made new in Christ who will remember our sin and iniquity no more.  

Look in the mirror, Caldwell, and may we begin to see as Christ sees.

Look in the mirror and at the outstretched arms of Christ, so let our fists become unclenched so that we can offer the bread of life to a hungry world.  


Look in the mirror, and may we find our voice so that we can speak the truth of Christ to power.   


May we begin to see in others and in ourselves the image of Christ.  

And may the law of Christ be written on our hearts. 


Amen.
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