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If it’s big, if it’s scary and violent; if it’s full of multi-headed beasts, planet-endangering cataclysms and plagues, it’s either the book of Revelations or news film at 11:00. We often hear statements of fact about current events  — communications-disrupting solar storms, abnormal weather patterns, accidents at nuclear energy plants, instability of the stock market and the Middle East — that are purported to be certain signs that the end is near. These are types of prophesies.
Confidence that the Apocalypse is just around the corner is a deeply held belief for some. That confidence is so strong that “Believers” just can’t understand why non-believers are in denial about what they see to be so obvious. There are even a web-sites offering advice to those who will be left behind when The Rapture comes.

Those of us here, this morning, might agree that one person’s religious conviction is another person’s allegory or fable.  Often the rational mind tells us that interpretation of biblical prophecy is off the wall, over the top and clear off the deep end. And while acknowledging and honoring another’s religious values we UUs might be tempted to ask, with our faces all scrunched up in a puzzled expression, “Do you really believe this stuff??”  
That is not to say we do not respect the rights of another to hold those beliefs we just can’t get our own minds around them. Asking questions and stating facts does not mean you are disparaging another faith. I frequently make the statement that I like being a Unitarian Universalist because no one is obligated to be here, with the exception of my own children. In other faith traditions there are obligations in Catholic tradition it is attending a service weekly, the great thing is that all Catholic Churches are ok and there are a lot of them so if you are at home you go to your home church, on vacation you find the nearest church. Judaism has you attend services on Saturday and Islam on Friday that is part of practicing those faiths, not good or bad simply part of the practice. Unitarian Universalism is different in that you can choose to attend services or not, more than three times the people self identify as Unitarian Universalist as are members of Unitarian Universalist congregations. So making a Unitarian Universalist church a place people choose to be is truly one of the challenges and opportunities open to any UU minister and congregation. 
Enter the Prophet in the Pulpit! It is incumbent upon a minister in the Unitarian Universalist tradition to speak out in ways which are prophetic, ways that are bold and uncompromising how else will we make this a place people want to be? We must tell it like it is, and aspire to inspire people to live lives of authenticity and faith in keeping with their values and the values of our faith tradition.

I was a little surprised to find that the word prophecy comes from a Greek word meaning not “to speak before,” as I had thought, but “to speak for.”  And, according to my dictionary, a prophecy is not necessarily a prediction of future events. It can be a divinely-inspired utterance instruction or exhortation. There are several kinds of prophecy.  There’s Scriptural Prophecy, as exists in many of the world’s religious traditions.  Religious prophesy, such as that of Mother Ann Lee, the founder of the Shaker movement, is related to scriptural prophecy.  There’s Poetic Prophecy  — the sort we find having come from the pen of William Blake, and Annie Dillard. The somewhat controversial Carlos Castaneda and the late Allen Ginsberg have given us examples of visionary and hallucinatory prophecy.  Ginsberg saw poetry and prophecy — much as Blake did  — as manifestations of the same thing.  For them, both were a means of transmitting spontaneous awareness to humankind.

From before the time when Greek goats came upon the vent from deep in the earth at Delphi, the literal and spiritual center of ancient Greece, we humans have accessed, sometimes very successfully, the divine and the transcendent through our prophets and shamans and poets.  And those prophets, shamans and poets brought us a thing so powerful and so resonant that its power seems almost magical.  These prophets and prophesies bring us not only enduring words, but as the Bagavad Gita says, the words behind the words; the Spirit behind the word, the compelling power that allows the words to touch our souls.
I read a poem yesterday that was prophetic to me as it conveyed what it means to be a minister. The poem is written by Christine Lore Webber and can be found in a book called "All Will Be Well". I share this with you here because for me it captures the struggles and gifts associated with ministry and the obligation of being allowed a prophetic voice and a pulpit from which to share that voice. A pulpit in which as minister one is called to be the prophetic voice for a congregation and hopefully a wider community. Here is the poem:

Mother Wisdom Speaks


Some of you I will hollow out.
I will make you a cave.
I will carve you so deep the stars will shine in your darkness.
You will be a bowl.
You will be the cup in the rock collecting rain.

I will hollow you with knives.
I will not do this to make you clean.
I will not do this to make you pure.
You are clean already.
You are pure already.

I will do this because the world needs the hollowness of you.
I will do this for the space that you will be.
I will do this because you must be large.
A passage.
People will find their way through you.
A bowl.
People will eat from you
    and their hunger will not weaken them unto death.
A cup to catch the sacred rain.

My daughter, do not cry.  Do not be afraid.
Nothing you need will be lost.
I am shaping you.
I am making you ready.

Light will flow in your hollowing.
You will be filled with light.
Your bones will shine.
The round, open center of you will be radiant.
I will call you Brilliant One.
I will call you Daughter Who Is Wide.
I will call you Transformed.

Martin Nurmi wrote in his book, William Blake: “‘Prophets’ in the predictive sense of the term, [says Blake,] ‘have never existed”. . . The prophet [in Blake’s sense] sees with imaginative vision the light of eternal principles. Isaiah and Ezekiel were prophets not because they predicted events but because, seeing imaginatively, they saw more deeply and clearly than other men. . .”

Prophecy is a cultural legacy that has come down to us through the ages from virtually every people of the world. Given this we can say ahhhh yes anthropology says that prophecy is present in all cultures to make sense of the inexplicable. The messages handed down from on high to some special envoy, the prophet, are intended to be a message of transformational power. The Ten Commandments, the book of Revelations, the book of Mormon are all believed, thought, said to be divine gifts from some being higher, greater than our simple earthly selves.

This is extraordinarily important to us as people of faith in a Christian landscape. We are surrounded by people of wide and varied beliefs all of whom have placed great value on the prophetic messages, not mind you that these same people would listen to word one of a prophet speaking today in their own community. Or would people listen to a modern day prophet? Was Martin Luther King, Jr. a modern day prophet? Was Gandhi? Was Sojourner Truth or Harriet Tubman? An Sang Su Yi? Is Maya Angelou or Oprah Winfrey? Are these our prophets?
I believe they listen to those who speak as if, AS IF, they have a prophetic message to share. I believe it is important for us to grasp the concept and the importance of reliance on a force greater than ourselves handing down messages through simple human envoys. Understanding the weight of prophecy in the minds of the many throughout the ages is important because that belief has largely shaped who we are as a nation, as well as who we are as a society. We humans want to believe that there is something greater than ourselves, some greater purpose to our existence than birth and death with some life in-between. There are also the many who do not want to believe that they are responsible for their own actions. For those individuals believing in a greater plan allows them to relax and wait for others to hear and spread the messages of what to do and how to live, they are left to live their lives without having to expend significant energy on what to do.

Mind you I do not doubt that people have profound experiences of understanding beyond the level of their normal thought. I believe these experiences are channeled differently in all people and all cultures. For some they are simply transient dreams to be forgotten, for others they are the voices and images that direct their actions. Artists, poets and religious leaders all hear the prophetic voice, some more clearly than others, some need to correlate that voice to something outside of themselves, others call it the still small voice within, and still others refer to it as the muse.

I, a Unitarian Universalist minister, am raising this subject with you because our principles and purposes tell us that we honor the prophetic teachings of women and men throughout the ages. Specifically our principles state “The living tradition which we share draws from many sources: 

· Direct experience of that transcending mystery and wonder, affirmed in all cultures, which moves us to a renewal of the spirit and an openness to the forces which create and uphold life; 

· Words and deeds of prophetic women and men which challenge us to confront powers and structures of evil with justice, compassion, and the transforming power of love;”

Whenever I think about what those words really mean I am over come by their weight. I think of all those who have been viewed as prophets and I realize that the piece of this principle that is most powerful is not just that we heed the words and deeds of prophetic women and men, no. The power comes in the fact that we heed those words and deeds, the words of prophetic women and men which challenge us to confront powers and structures of evil with justice, compassion, and the transforming power of love. And as I hear those words reverberate in my head I hear the words of Martin Luther King, Jr. Saying “I have a dream…”

And when I hear those words I know that for myself and many others who live this faith, this faith of Unitarian Universalism that man, Martin Luther King, Jr. was indeed a prophet. And yet I know there are others who would say that he was no more a prophet than any other man walking down the street. I would say that Mohandas Gandhi was also a prophet…or perhaps I blur the line between prophet and prophetic voice. These men and others shared messages that have shaped the ways that hundreds of thousands of people live their lives. Is that what tells us that they were prophets, is it that people did what they suggested? Are they prophets because what they said came into being, or is it simply because of the way in which they conveyed their message that they are prophets, or prophetic voices of our times?

As Unitarian Universalists we are called to recognize the inherent worth and dignity of all people and one part of that is to learn about the role of prophets in the teachings of other peoples faith.
 In this rapidly changing age, living in a world were faiths that teach us to follow the Ten Commandments and love our neighbors as our selves, and not to kill can also be reshaped to instruct some of their followers to wage war in the name of that same religion. When following some extrapolated version of a prophets words tells people to do things which are in direct contradiction to the core teachings of that faith, I know in my heart that those words of prophecy are in actuality words of a false prophet. What it also tells me is that like most other things in life it is up to each individual to seek out and recognize for themselves whose prophecy is from a source greater than those we know…whose prophecies are more than earthly wanderings of a human mind. It is imperative that when we hear the word prophesy that we recognize that true prophets are sharing a message from some greater source. Can we believe that the Pope and the leaders of the Mormon Church, as well as other religious leaders all have a direct line to the mouth of God? I have a hard time believing this, but I do believe that each of us has within our own body the ability to discern what is truly prophetic and what is only false prophecy.

True prophesy gives an awed tension in the gut…but then so can the ramblings of a lunatic…maybe telling the difference between true and false prophets isn’t as easy as we’d like to believe. The obligation of the Unitarian Universalist minister is to strive to use the pulpit as a venue for prophecy rooted in the reality of our faith and modern day world.
-----------------------------------Amen
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