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Joel 2:23-34                                                                                                                                                                                  Psalm 65                                                                                                                                                                                    2 Timothy 4:6-8; 16-18                                                                                                                                                              Luke 18:15-30

I wonder whether any of you have ever felt that you wanted vindication. Perhaps you have felt wrongly accused; misunderstood; misrepresented (?) Maybe you have felt that you haven’t received justice, that you want to right a wrong impression, or a wrong interpretation of your actions…

This is a little different from the children of Israel who are referred to in today’s passage from the prophet Joel.  The people of Israel had suffered in a time described by Joel as “the year of the swarming locust” This could have been literally true as locusts were often experienced in the near east during these times and to devastating effect.  But I think the meaning here is used symbolically to describe the marauding armies that attacked and occupied Israel and Judah for centuries; Assyrians (known as the Medes & Persians), Babylonians (known as the Chaldeans) , Greeks and Romans all had a go.  And the year of the swarming locust may have other symbolic meanings perhaps representing other traumas like famine or exile.

Sometimes even today our lives feel under invasion through pressures of different sorts: 
· Family commitments: with their joys & demands;
· Work commitments: with their privileges and tensions;
· Cost of living pressures
· General life challenges; to do with our relationships; personal health or wellbeing.
Even today in 21st century Australia we can feel like we are having a year of the swarming locust…

Joel’s word to the children of Israel is enigmatic and uses another image: that God has given an early rain for their vindication. 

Now for the children of Israel their vindication was God’s vindication, too.  
Because in times of trouble, persecution or occupation of their land, people taunted them.  Not only because they were the underdogs, but because of their misfortune it must mean they couldn’t have a God worth speaking of, now could they?

The early rain of their vindication is also the early rain of God’s vindication.  And why is it called the early rain?  Because in the Jewish and Christian faiths full vindication of anyone who is wronged is not expected till the end times. Vindication when it comes today, now, is therefore a special blessing of God because we could say it has come early…

Yet if we feel aggrieved, and seek some kind of vindication, this feels unsatisfying.  We want our vindication now: to justify ourselves, to be proven right.  If it’s going to happen, it ought to happen  now.  What is the use of an “end-of-the-age” vindication? We want to be proven right, right here and now!

Let me tell you a story: Once upon a time there was a wise man who lived on the edge of a remote village, to whom the villagers would turn for a word of wisdom or encouragement.  One of the young unmarried women in the village became pregnant and when she was asked by her angry parents and relatives who the father was, she claimed that this wise man, the village sage, was the one who had seduced her.
When the child was born the girl’s family took the baby to the sage and demanded that he take responsibility for his offspring. The holy man shrugged, accepting the situation for what it was.  He took the child and found a loving home for him, and he supported the child out of his own personal resources.
Months passed and perhaps a year or so, and people began to disrespect the sage, because they now believed he had low moral standards.  The influence of the holy man dwindled, and he found his life imbued with suspicion and gossip that was, to use a modern expression, quite toxic…
The young mother was distraught.  She knew her dishonesty had resulted in the decline of the reputation of the holy man, and she felt eventually that she must own up to the fact that a local young farmhand was actually the father.
As a result of that eventual brave admission, the holy man was restored to his place in the community.

Thomas Merton that great contemplative of the twentieth century, said that we are closest to God when we find ourselves at peace in our undefendedness.  The holy man had not sought vindication because to do so would be at the expense of another, albeit dishonest person, namely the young woman.  He did not seek vindication because he understood that in doing so, he would expose the guilt of another.  That’s holiness!

Which brings me to in a roundabout way to the children Jesus was so keen to welcome to him in today’s gospel story.  “Suffer the little children to come unto me and forbid them not for of such as these is the kingdom of heaven.”

Children, if they are fortunate children who are loved and cared for well, are too young to have developed the rapacious need for affirmation of the ego that many adults need.  And they have no need for vindication, because they have not yet met evil, haven’t felt the pain of betrayal or the pettiness of small mindedness.

It could be said that the need for adults for vindication is in direct proportion to the level of development of their egos, and to the opposing forces in life and experience that seem to work together to unseat that ego.  So we find ourselves quite inadvertently emotionally and spiritually in the year of the swarming locust.  The godly response according to the contemplatives of this world is to accept and be at peace with our undefendedness.  But what a challenge!  

Jesus said,  “Suffer the little children to come to me for of such as these is the kingdom of heaven.”  There they were, innocent, not yet ego-defined and quite undefended, utterly dependent on God alone to speak up for them.  

In them we see: the early rain of God’s vindication: The kingdom of God in our midst.

Amen.  
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