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 A few weeks ago, in the midst of our Christianity 3.0 program, Jean and I had a 

visit from Amanda Gossard and her partner.  I have had the pleasure of watching 

Amanda grow from an insecure child into one of the most centered, compassionate and 

beautiful people I know.  They were here from San Diego to attend her sister Catlin’s 

graduation from culinary arts school.  For those of you who don’t know Catlin by name, 

she is the very tall, very blonde, very attractive, 20 something Sunday school assistant, 

whom the kids just adore.  She is also the one who makes the hearts of half the men 

and some of the women in this church flutter every time she walks by.  (I ask all of you 

to not repeat that to Catlin.  She seems oblivious to the effect she has on heterosexual 

men, and since I am kind of her surrogate parent, I would just as well it stay that way.)  

We had a great time together, laughing about all the crazy things we did when they 

were kids and celebrating Catlin’s achievement.  As Amanda was about to head back 

home, I asked her what she was going to do with her time off.  Well, she said, I hope it 

doesn’t happen, but if it does, maybe it will only be a day or two. I asked Amanda 

that question because she is a ranger at Cabrillo National Monument.  And as we now 

know, Amanda was out of work a little bit more than a day or two.  

 If the government shutdown had only hurt people like Amanda, James Callegary, 

Jim Leenhouts and the rest of you who got an unexpected furlough, it would have been 

bad enough.  But of course, millions of people across this country suffered mightily as a 

result of the inaction of Congress.  The folks who did not feel any pain, of course, was 

Congress itself.  They made sure all of their income, benefits and daily perks were not 

affected one iota by the shutdown.
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 Perhaps even more infuriating than the actual shutdown was the main stumbling 

block in ending the impasse.  Striking down the health care initiative became the 

extortion used to open the government back up.  Some members of Congress decided 

that they would do anything possible to stop this legislation from ever being enacted, 

including shutting down the government and putting millions of people in this country in 

a precarious position.  This, even though both the House and Senate approved it, the 

president signed it, and the Supreme Court upheld it.   

 Not only were these politicians willing to put the working people of this country 

through more pain by shutting down the government, but their goal in doing so was to 

prevent many of the same folks from having the opportunity to have health care 

coverage.  They successfully applied a double whammy to the gut of the people who 

could least handle another economic blow.  One of those people is a parishioner in this 

congregation, who is in desperate need of surgery right now to prevent a potentially life 

threatening occurrence.  We have tried unsuccessfully multiple times this past week to 

get that surgery for her.  But no one will do it, because surprise, the person has no 

health insurance.  The nearly 50,000,000 Americans that are in the same boat are one 

illness away from either dying prematurely or becoming financially destitute.    

 Let’s not fool ourselves.  The health care plan passed by Congress is no 

panacea.  It is deeply flawed and full of holes.  It includes giant subsidies to the health 

insurance industry.  There is no public option in it.  And as The New York Times reported 

last week, “Millions of Poor Are Left Uncovered by the Health Law.”  But right now, it is 

the best we have and it is at least better than nothing.  But even this washed out 

legislation is being hijacked from us. 
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 We would all be justified and correct if we blamed Congress.  But the truth of the 

matter is that we have bigger fish to fry here this morning.  The reason the health care 

legislation is so flawed is because it was overrun by those who have the real power in 

this country.  That would be the health insurance companies, the drug manufacturers 

and a few other other multi-billion dollar corporations.  That is who maneuvered and 

controlled the plan through Congress. That is how the insuring all Americans part was 

stripped from the bill.

 These beloved, are the unjust judges of our time.  Just like the judge in today’s 

Gospel, they neither fear God nor have respect for people.  The unjust judge in the 

Gospel uses his authority to place himself in a position of power over another individual.  

And just like the unjust corporations of 21st century America, this judge is most willing to 

take advantage of the people who can least afford it.  First on that list is the widow.  

Widows in first century Palestine had no rights and no way to support themselves.  The 

land and the inheritance of their dead husband did not go to them, but to the husband’s 

male heirs.  As women, they could not go to work and earn their own way.  They could 

not pull themselves up by their bootstraps.  A widow’s life was totally in the hands of 

males and if they did not take her in, she had no way to care for herself or her children.  

 That is exactly the strategy of the unjust American corporation.  They also use 

their power over position to treat the widows of our society in the same oppressed 

fashion.  The acting out of this power over on the most vulnerable people in today’s 

society happens in front of us every day.  If it is not a health care system that leaves out 

the working class, then it is creating a false economy to trick those same people into 

buying houses they will not be able to afford in five years.  Those folks not only lost all 
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their money, but their houses too.  Our solution to that was not to give money back to 

the people caught in the scam, but to the banks who created the floorless economy in 

the first place.  Corporate executives have a name for this maneuvering.  They call it 

capitalism.  

 There is nothing new here.  Big business has had the role of unjust judge and 

has been the central power force in America since the Industrial Revolution.  But today, 

we have ceded even more power to the power mongers.  That happened on January 

21, 2010, with the Supreme Court’s ruling in Citizens United v. Federal Election 

Commission.  In that now infamous decision, our highest judges ruled that corporations 

are persons, entitled by the U.S. Constitution to the same rights and principles as a 

human being. 

 This has removed the counter balance we had in our system, leaving the 

corporations to freely control elections and do whatever the heck they please to make 

even more money.  Not only has that created a despotic political system that answers to 

the unjust corporations instead of the people, but it has allowed big business to take 

advantage of more widows and create an entire new class of them, living on the edge of 

poverty all the time.  It has also led to the worst environmental disasters, caused solely 

and completely by greed and rampant capitalism, from the Exxon Valdez disaster, to the 

BP oil debacle in the Gulf of Mexico.  But perhaps the most blatant examples of 

corporate power running amok over people and God’s creation are not the ones that 

explode on the evening news.  I would suggest that the worst of all are the insidious 

disasters, the covert ones concealed from the public’s view.
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 Take, for example, the honeybee.  Over the last decade, their numbers have 

dropped off precipitously.  We have no idea why they are dying, only that we are 

somehow poisoning them.  Without honeybees, we of course, have no pollinators and 

the entire ecosystem of the planet comes to a resounding crash.  You might think that 

this might alarm someone and we would spend some effort in identifying the cause of 

the deaths.  But that is not what we do when unjust judges in the form of corporations 

run the world.  Our friend Wendell Berry, the Kentucky farmer and prophet, the author of 

today’s second reading, did notice what was going on and told us about it eleven years 

ago.  “If we make the world too toxic for honeybees, some compound brain, Monsanto 

perhaps, will invent tiny robots that will fly about pollinating flowers and making honey.” 

 Well guess what, this spring, Harvard University announced the first successful 

controlled flight of a “RoboBee” that could take the place of real bees and natural 

pollination.

 Good gosh folks, how did we get to the place where we believe it is okay to 

replace the beauty and majesty of God’s honeybee with a robot?  Why are we not 

weeping that there are no frogs left to serenade us every summer night?  When did we 

decide it was okay for Monsanto to run family farms out of business so we could destroy 

the land through the poisonous methodology of the agribusiness culture?  How did we 

allow the unjust corporations to turn all of us into defenseless widows?  I would suggest 

that we did so when we failed to recognize the unjust judges in our midst...and then 

ceding them the power to do whatever they wanted.  

 The amazing thing though, is that we could have avoided all of this if we had just 

applied today’s Gospel to our present situation. Luke’s community is feeling just like we 
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are today.  All seemed hopeless in the wake of their own power mongers, Caesar and 

the other rulers of the Roman empire.  Their solution was also biblically based.  They 

hung on to the belief that Jesus was imminently returning to them.  Any day, he would 

be back to fix this.  And now Luke is writing to Christians at least three generations 

removed from Jesus’ death, and still no Jesus.  They were ready to throw in the towel.

 That is the context for this story of the tenacious widow.  But she does not sit and 

wait for Christ, does she?  She becomes proactive.  Even though she, by cultural 

standards, should not speak for herself, she gets in the face of the one who supposedly 

has all the power over her.  And impossibly, she wins.  

 We still might miss what Luke is saying to us unless we go back to what happens 

in the Gospel right before today’s parable.  The Pharisees had just put a question to 

Jesus. “When is the kingdom of God coming?  Do you remember how does Jesus 

responds?  “Stop waiting for it.  The kingdom of God is already here.  The kingdom of 

God is within YOU.”  

 The answer for them and for us is the realization that Christ is already here, that 

because Christ is with us now, WE can be like the widow.  In fact, we are called to be 

the widow, standing up in the face of all the unjust judges, the despotic Caesars and the 

money grubbing corporations. 

 In today’s first reading, Jacob is just as tenacious as the widow.  But he takes out 

his frustration on God, wrestling his way through his despair.  

 Wrestling with God can be cathartic, but the point of the Gospel is that it probably 

is not going to help much.  Instead, we need to wrestle the unjust judges.  If that task 

seems impossibly difficult, even with the knowledge that Christ is with us now, let’s listen 
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one more time to the prophet from Kentucky.  “There are two or three things that we 

haven’t been able to confront or even acknowledge politically,” Berry says.  “One is that 

the aim of the Industrial Revolution from year one has been to replace people with 

technology. So it’s a little contemptible to hear these people express in surprise at this 

late date that we have an unemployment problem. I don’t know that there’s any 

politician of visibility who could say that. So it’s important for people like me to say it, 

who have no power.”

 That’s us folks.  Like the widow in the Gospel, like Wendell Berry, we are the 

ones who have no power.  But that is our great advantage.  That means that we get to 

stand up and confront the power mongers, the environment destroyers and the people 

oppressors.  We keep waiting for people with power to do it, like Luke’s community 

waited for Christ to do it.  But today, we are called to stop waiting.  People like our own 

Senator Steve Farley do stand up constantly against those politicians who try to turn all 

of us into widows.  But Steve always has to watch his back.  We don’t.  Those of us who 

have been pushed outside the power structure, are the ones with the real power.  We, 

like the widow, can actually change things through our dogged persistence.  Can we 

possibly triumph in the face of what we are up against?  

 Wendell Berry answers that question like this.  “We don’t have a right to ask 

whether we’re going to succeed or not.  The only question we have a right to ask is 

what’s the right thing to do?  What does this earth require of us if we want to continue to 

live on it?”  
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 Beloved, there is no ambiguity today. There is no question about the right thing to 

do.  And what we learn today is that this is a totally unfair fight.  They don’t stand a 

chance against us.  

 In the end, it will not be the immense power of unjust judges, corrupt politicians, 

and greedy corporations that will win out.  It will be our voices, the voices of those who, 

like the widow, refuse to give up.  Though we have been continuously left out and left 

behind, it is our understanding of and living into today’s Gospel that will triumph.   It may 

be the most counterintuitive thing in the entire world.  But it is true.  In fact, it is the 

essence of our faith.  The unjust judge doesn’t win.  The widow does.  Herod does not 

win, a defenseless baby does.  Nicodemus is not the hero, the Samaritan woman at the 

well is.  It is not the well adjusted son that gets the party.  It is the prodigal.  It is not the 

oak tree that Jesus celebrates, but the mustard bush.  It is not the 99 sheep, but the one 

forlorn, lost one.  Caesar doesn’t win.  Christ does.  

 That is why we must never lose heart.  Through the God who is with us and all 

creation, you have the power.  You have the power to take down Congress.  You have 

the power to agitate the unjust corporations.  You have the power to face the most 

powerful forces in your life and bring them to their knees.  Turn it up, turn up the heat on 

all of them, because you have the power to turn the world into the realm of God.  So 

take it back.  Take back your power.  Take back God’s power and let us never again 

allow another unjust judge to hurt one more widow.  Amen.
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