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My brother Fred sent out a link to a newspaper story about his son and 

grandson, both named Nick, - thus Nick Sr and Nick Jr. Nick Jr, it seems, is 

a pretty good basketball player. As a rising high school senior, his coach 

says he has good potential as a Division I player next year in college. It 

was a long story and highlighted Nick Sr’s ability to coach the best 

performance from Nick Jr. I enjoyed reading about their successes. 

Reading it was a welcome break from the unrelenting stream of bad news. 

 

Part of my joy came from the realization that here is, at last, a Spannaus 

with real athletic ability. My athletic experience in school was fun, but not 

outstanding. I really came to dislike the ritual of choosing up teams, as I 

was always one of the last to be picked for an athletic team. I was selected 

earlier for spelling bees or trivia. 

 

In today’s Gospel, Jesus is picking his team, his twelve, to be sent to carry 

out his ministry. Jesus has been walking through villages and towns, 

healing the sick, making the deaf to hear and the blind to see. But he needs 

help in doing this work. The harvest is plentiful but the laborers are few. 
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And Jesus goes on to name twelve as his disciples - later to be apostles - 

and commissioned them to heal the sick, cast out demons and proclaim the 

good news, that the Reign of God has come to them. 

 

Jesus chose a group of twelve pretty unremarkable people. I would guess 

that most of them were used to being picked last for anything - not well 

educated, not leaders in their communities, not the ones we might pick for 

the board of directors of a new ministry or the leadership team of a growing 

enterprise. 

 

That Jesus picked twelve is significant - twelve is a number used often in 

scripture and in culture to mean something complete or whole, or signifying 

power or authority. It is considered to be a perfect number. There were 

twelve tribes of Israel, twelve lions on the steps leading to Solomon’s 

throne. The tree of Life in Revelation produced twelve fruits. And so on - 

almost 200 uses of the number twelve in the Bible. 

 

And so this group of twelve is given power and authority by Jesus to go into 

the world and carry out his ministry. 

 

But why these twelve? Some fishermen, a tax collector, a collection of 

ordinary people to whom Jesus would give extraordinary gifts. 
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People like us, ordinary people to whom Jesus gives extraordinary gifts. 

Over time, and by learning from Jesus, and especially after the 

resurrection, this group of ordinary people changed the world. 

 

Over the last couple of weeks, we have watched, and some have 

participated, as ordinary people have changed the world. For the first time 

in my memory, a majority of Americans acknowledge that police don’t treat 

people of color the same as they treat white people. The evidence for that 

disparity is overwhelming, yet many have been able to rationalize it away or 

ignore it completely. 

 

We can also see the same events: In one: A couple of hundred white men, 

carrying military-style rifles, storm the Michigan capital building. No one is 

shot, there is no tear gas, and the police treat them with respect and 

patience, while the protesters threaten legislators and staffers. 

 

In another: A peaceful, diverse crowd gathers in Lafayette park. Priests and 

others gather in the adjoining patio in front of St John’s Episcopal Church in 

Washington, DC, offering cold water to protesters. The only firearms are in 

the hands of the national guard and unidentifiable police forces that use 

gas and batons to drive the protesters out of the park and church property 

-- all so the president can pose in front of the church holding a Bible that he 

never opens. 
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When ordinary people see these contrasting events and draw their own 

conclusions, they see systemic racism all around us. When ordinary people 

see things in a new way, the world changes.  

 

To say that racism is systemic is not to say that everyone is racist. It says 

that racism is so embedded in culture that it seems to be the norm. 

Anti-racism is seen as disruptive, as the work of protesters, not those in 

power, or ordinary people. 

 

Undeniably, the world is changing, not just the US. The ordinary people of 

Bristol, England, tore down the statue of a slave trader and threw it in the 

harbor. Belgians tore down the statue of King Leopold II, responsible for 

the deaths of millions of colonized people in the Congo. Ordinary New 

Zealanders removed the statue of John Hamilton, who killed thousands of 

Maori indigenous people. 

 

one Black woman told Norfolk TV station WVEC, “I’m so happy that I’m 

alive to see it come down and to see Black people take it down—not the 

city, not your mayor, nobody important,”  “Black people are taking 

down this hate.” 

 

Jesus commissioned his twelve ordinary people to go out into the world - to 

“proclaim the good news, ‘The kingdom of heaven has come near.’ Cure the sick, 

raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out demons.” 
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What is Jesus commissioning us to do, in this time and in this community? 

He tells the twelve disciples to proclaim that the reign of heaven has come 

near. This familiar, yet sometimes mysterious phrase resonates in every 

time and place. To me, it doesn’t mean that we’re about to be drawn up into 

heaven. I hear the reign of heaven as a direction to us, to the ordinary 

people that we are, to pray, think and act as if Jesus himself sent us out to 

act on Jesus behalf. We are to be Christ’s presence in our communities. 

 

In our Episcopal community, our Bishop, Bonnie Perry, has taken to heart 

the sin of systemic racism. Last Wednesday hundreds of ordinary people 

throughout the diocese met in the second of four conversations on racism. I 

invite you to join the upcoming conversations on the next two Wednesdays 

- the links are on the website. 

 

We always begin with prayer and Bible study - one of my old friends, a 

Lutheran pastor, reminded us often that we need to equip ourselves with 

the best tools when we take on a task -- and he would tell us that Scripture 

must go with us as we confront evil. 

 

In these conversations, we seek an understanding of what we are called to 

do as Christ’s body. Some of the things we can do are fairly easy. Others 

are difficult and will take time, effort and commitment. 

 

Let me show you one thing you can do today. (share screen with letter). 

This is a letter Bishop Bonnie has written and shared. Many of you have 
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already signed and reposted to Facebook, LinkedIn and other social media, 

inviting your communities and friends to join us. Signing the statement does 

at least two things: You add your name to the cloud of witnesses against 

racism. And by inviting others to sign, you tell your communities of friends 

and family where you stand and that you would like them to join all of us. 

(Stop Share) 

 

Some things are more difficult to do. Inform yourself of the history and 

reality of systemic racism in this country and our more immediate 

communities. Royal Oak has a racist history. Lathrup Village, where I live, 

was founded on the basis of race. (Share resources page) This page lists 

books, movies and other resources to help learn about America’s original 

sin of racism and how it has persisted for more than 400 years. These 

pages are on the diocese website EDOMI.ORG. (stop share) 

 

Beyond informing yourself, some steps are much more difficult - 

confronting our own complicitness in racism and getting out of our comfort 

zone. The Diocese of Rhode Island has led the way, acknowledging that 

much of its wealth came from the slave trade and converting its cathedral 

into a museum of slavery. A search through St John’s archives will bring an 

understanding of our racist past, notwithstanding our more recent 

commitment to dismantling racism. 
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Acknowledging our debt to slaves requires repentance. Not just feeling 

sorry but taking responsibility and changing our lives, taking actions to 

change the world. 

 

It just takes 12 ordinary people, called by Jesus, sent with Jesus’s gifts and 

message of healing and forgiveness. 

 

Amen. 

 

 

A statement this week from Presiding Bishop Curry clarifies systemic 

racism: “Most cops are good cops. They’re good people who get up and go 

to work and most of them want to do good. But there are a few who are a 

problem. But the systemic issue is, the few are often protected and allowed 

to continue. And there needs to be real accountability built in.” 
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