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Dr. King was killed in one sense becanse humankind is not quite human yet. May be
live because all of us in America are closer to becoming human than ever before.
-Howard Thurman

(In Memoriam of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.)

Last month Jane and I were talking while waiting in the Imaging
Center at Nacogdoches Medical Center when she said something about Dr.
Rachel Cline. The volunteer sitting at the Help desk, overheard, and
interjected something like, “Oh, Dr. Rachel is my doctor, too. I just love

her. She talks to you just like you’re a human being.”

Jane and I responded with enthusiastic stories and comments about
both Dr. Rachel and Dr. Eric. All of a sudden it was if someone turned on
an electric current, because perhaps four or five other people in the room
all spoke up saying, “Who are you talking about? Tell us more.” And for
the next few minutes we had a spirited conversation in the waiting room
about our own Dr. Rachel and Dr. Eric and how they treat their patients

like humans.



Apparently, it 1s a novel idea for doctors to treat patients as humans.
After having Bob Carroll as my doctor for twenty-something years, and
having Dr. Eric now, I've a tendency to take it for granted that doctors will
treat me like a human. Furthermore, after my hospital stays in the last few
years, I've learned that good nurses make all the difference in healing.

Good nurses are human, and they treat you like a human.

Why is this important? And what do we mean when we talk about

being human?

Nancy, many years ago, you and I had a preaching class with Fred
Craddock. I remember Dr. Craddock used to say, “When I was in my late
teens, I wanted to be a preacher. When I was in my late twenties, I wanted
to be a good preacher. Now that I am older, I want more than anything

else just to be a Christian.”

Now that I’'m older I understand what Dr. Craddock was saying. And
I would add one more sentence: And being Christian has taught me to be

human.

My testimony on this my last Sunday as your pastor, is that for the
last thirty-six years you have helped me become human. And I’'ve learned

over the years that you are a truly human church.

What does it mean to be human? What am I talking about?



As in all things, we Christians are called to start with Jesus. He shows
us what it means to be human. Indeed, the term that Jesus exclusively uses
in referring to himself 1s “the son of man,” which is an ancient Jewish way
of saying, “I’m a human being.” The term 1s better translated as “the truly
human one,” and it is used over 30 times in Matthew, 15 times in Mark, 25
times in Luke, and 12 times in John. Many of us are more accustomed to
referring to Jesus as the Son of God, but the New Testament, as well as

Jesus himself prefers “the Truly Human One.”

Christian teaching for over 2000 years is that Jesus Christ is fully God
and fully human, which is known as the doctrine of hypostatic union. If we
want to know what God 1s like, we look to Jesus. If we want to know what

being human i1s like, we also look to Jesus.

So, for example, let’s look at Jesus in Mark 5 and his dealing with a
human person who has been dehumanized, made less than human, and
whom the Power of Death and Domination is destroying. He 1s alienated
and living in the place of Death, a cemetery. He is possessed, enmeshed,
and torn asunder inside, and isolated and disconnected from relationships
on the outside. He has bloody wounds all over from cutting himself, what
clothes he has are ragged and torn and filthy, his wrists and legs are bruised
and cut from chains and ropes that have been used to try to restrain him

but from which he has always managed to break.

Jesus comes up in a boat, gets out and this man possessed and torn

this way and that physically, mentally, and spiritually, comes running up



and bows to Jesus in worship. But he also starts shouting, “Jesus, Son of
the Most High God, what are you going to do? Don’t start messing with
me! I’'m out of control, and I’'m possessed, and I’'m addicted but it’s what I
know! I hold onto it and it holds onto me. I’'m caught but don’t take

anything away from me! Leave me alone!”

Jesus asks him his name. I think it is interesting that Jesus asks for his
name. Back in Genesis God names everything and everyone. It was the
first step in becoming a creature, in becoming real. Perhaps the first step in
rehumanizing this man is to ask him for his name. He replies, “My name is
Legion.” He doesn’t even know his real name. And then interestingly he
switches to the plural pronoun, “we.” “For we are many.” And he begs
Jesus if you’re going to cast us out, “Send us into that heard of pigs over
there on the hillside.” Which is what Jesus did. And the spirits of Death
and Despair enter the pigs — all 2,000 of them — which causes them to run

out of control over the cliff, and into the sea where they all drowned.

By this time, people from town are running up to see what all of the
commotion was about, and they discover the out of control, possessed
man sitting there calmly, all dressed in clean and neat clothing and in his

right mind.

The rest of the story is that the pig owners become very angry. Jesus
is disrupting their business and he has to go or else. Clarence Jordan
imaginatively comments on this story and wonders what a herd of 2,000

pigs was doing on the far shore of the Sea of Galilee with the land of Jews



nearby. Clarence surmises that these pigs were bootleg pigs, and the
owners were smuggling illegal pork into Judea and Galilee. Clarence also
wonders if this possessed man could have been the son in the parable of
the prodigal son, whom Jesus said was in “a far country” working with
pigs. Here in this story, it says the man was “sitting there in his right mind,”
and in the parable Jesus says, the son “came to himself.”” Clarence also
wonders if this man had sunk so low that he was working for the bootleg
pig operation. As a Jew he is working for a pork cartel operation that
turther alienated him from God and from his people. When Jesus sent the
spirits of alienation and dehumanization into the pigs and the pigs ran over

the cliff, it destroyed what held the man in chains, what enslaved him.
I don’t know. It is interesting to think about.

Jesus gets up to leave, and the man implores Jesus to let him come
with him but Jesus says, “No. Go home. Go back to your family and
community and tell them what God has done for you and tell them of the
mercy God has shown.” The story concludes with the man doing that very

thing “and everyone was amazed.”

Jesus takes this divided, alienated, enslaved, and torn man, torn inside
and torn outside, disconnected from himself, disconnected from his
community, and disconnected from God and makes him a whole person.
Caught in the systems of dehumanization, Jesus rehumanizes him. He 1s set
on the way of becoming who and what God intended him to be in the first

place: a real human being.



Part of being a real human is seeing we are connected and
participating in that connection. Part of being human 1s getting involved
with people, with other human beings, and with God’s creation. Paying
attention to each other so that we see each other as God’s children,

listening and noticing and connecting.

Holocaust scholar Victoria Barnett, in her 1999 book Bystanders:
Conscience and Complicity During the Holocanst did a study of two villages in
Nazi Germany which had concentration camps just outside the villages.
She asks, why did they not do something, say something in opposition?
Instead, they did nothing. Not one person said or did a single thing against
the extermination of Jews and Russian and Polish prisoners. No one took
tood or clothing. No one did anything. Her conclusion was that the
villagers willingly turned a blind eye to the camps and to the prisoners.
They refused to see and the rare times they did see, they saw the Jews and
Russians as sub-humans, de-personalized and the only proper response was

genocide.

In her last two chapters, she studied Le Chambon in France and
asked why that village was different? Why did they shelter Jews and
smuggle them into Switzerland? She says it was because they saw
differently. While the others either refused to see or only saw sub-humans,
the people of Le Chambon saw fellow human beings, even saw these

tellow human beings as sisters and brothers who were the Chosen People

of God.



Barnett says seeing the other as a human being was the first step in
what she called “disruptive empathy.” You see the other as a fellow human
who is mistreated and you decide to do something about it. Toward the
end of the book Barnett says, “The notion that we are obligated to help a
stranger from another class or ethnic group was a radical one when Jesus
of Nazareth told the story of the good Samaritan to his followers in

Galilee. It remains radical today” (p.160).

Barnett concludes her book talking about what she calls “the mystery
of the good.” She says, pinpointing “the spark that moves people to help
another, to resist evil, to risk their lives ... remains elusive.” She says,
“Religious and political convictions are obvious influences. Yet there were
thousands of people — good, decent, people of religious faith and moral
convictions — who nonetheless failed, in the moment of crisis, to be

anything more than bystanders.”

Barnett says that one interesting thing comes across in all the studies
of how people responded during the Holocaust. Goodness, the goodness
of disruptive empathy that resisted evil and confronted the genocide,
changed the participants, and it also spread to others. Treating others as
human makes us more human and encourages others to be human. Barnett
said that likewise, refusing to help, choosing to remain bystanders also
spread (p.174). Dehumanizing others ends up making us less than human

and like a contagion, it spreads.



Which makes me wonder. When Jesus says to the man in our story,
“Go home. Go back to your family and community and tell them what
God has done for you and tell them of the mercy God has shown,” did
Jesus know that mercy and grace would spread? You treat others as human
beings and in turn, you discover yourself becoming more human, and it
spreads to others to do the same. On the other hand, if the only narrative
heard is the one by the corporate power mongers who are hollering for
Jesus to get out of town because he is ruining their pig business, then that
anger and fear will spread, as well. Our story concludes with the man going
home and sharing God’s mercy, and Mark says, “and everyone was

amazed.”

But it does pose a reminder for us. The Powers of Death and
Domination with money and extraordinary influence are working hard at
gaining power, making money, and selling more pigs no matter how much
it dehumanizes and destroys. No matter how many people are put in

cemeteries. The dehumanizing story of anger and fear spreads.

Howard Thurman, one of Martin Luther King’s mentors said, “Dr.
b

King was killed in one sense because humankind is not quite human yet...’

There’s a whole lot of people who want us to not be quite human.

I’'ve been reading studies of what some call “the depersonalization
crisis” where people do not feel seen, truly seen and noticed, by another

human being. All day, every day they deal with technology, artificial



intelligence, efficiency, speed, and machines, which makes us angry, fear-

filled, and worn-down. In other words, less than human

But there is another story. The grace of God is that it does not take a
crowd to spread the “the mystery of the good” that God 1s in the human

creation business. I've watched a small church do it for over thirty years.

One of the great gifts of being a small church, and particularly this
small church, is that we “re-personalize” every Sunday. We actually see one
another. Every Sunday for thirty-six years you have been blessed at the end
of the Sunday morning worship service by the benediction. It is the
benediction I learned from Vincent Harding, Mennonite, colleague, and
speech writer with Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and later an esteemed
historian of the black church. Harding said this was a benediction he

learned from his father, who learned it from his father, who learned it from

his father before.

You know how it goes. “Let’s take each other’s hands. Look who
you’re holding hands with ...” and every Sunday, I have watched you
actually look at one another. Every Sunday we practice looking and seeing
one another. Every Sunday we hold hands, see each other, and we know
we are being seen. All week we struggle in a dehumanizing world, but on

Sunday morning we are rehumanized.

The benediction goes on to say that God sees us: “May the Lord’s

tace shine upon you ... May the countenance of God be upon you ...” We
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are seen by one another and the last word you have heard from this pulpit
every Sunday is that you are seen, truly and deeply seen, and known by our

loving God.
Now, go out there and spread the news.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. One True
God, Mother of us all. Amen.



