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This past weekend, while I was at the Women of the ELCA Triennial Gathering, I had the opportunity to hear Leymah Gbowee speak.  Leymah is trained as a trauma counselor, and has lived in the west African country of Liberia her whole life.  She has six children.  She is, it may seem, a pretty unremarkable woman.  However, this woman is credited with ending more than a decade of bloody civil war in Liberia.  How did a social worker with multiple young children bring down dictators, tyrants, murderers, and manipulators?  To be honest, she did something very small, something that to many appears pretty unremarkable.  She prayed.


Leymah recounts the day she knew something had to change: she says that she and her children were running from soldiers, hiding in buildings, hoping they would not be found by the men who were known to maim, rape, and kill anyone in their path.  Her little boy looked up at her and said, “I’m so hungry.  I wish for just a piece of a doughnut.”  Leymah, knowing she had no food whatsoever to give her son, said, “I’m sorry.  I have no doughnut to give you.”  He replied, “I know.  But I just wish for a piece of doughnut.”
   That little thing, a child’s wish for just a piece of doughnut, was the straw that broke the camel’s back.  Leymah knew, at that moment, she had to do something.

Together with other women in her Lutheran church, they organized the Women of Liberia Mass Action for Peace.  Their Muslim neighbors joined them, making the movement a landmark interfaith organization in West Africa.  Together with thousands of other women, they staged sit-ins and strikes, sitting in the biggest fish market in the capital city of Monrovia to pray non-stop.  Eventually, their prayers forced warring forces to sit down to peace talks – and then, the women staged a sit-in around the peace talks to prevent them from leaving until an accord was signed.  The resulting election brought the first female president to the African continent.  From a little thing – a child’s request for a doughnut – came a little woman – a simple mother and counselor – who did a little thing – pray and sing.  Because of these little things, a lasting peace and hope for a war-torn nation evolved.

Such little things.  And yet, from them, such enormous things happen.  It’s like a tiny mustard seed -  unremarkable, practically unnoticeable – that in time can grow into a huge plant, practically a tree.  It’s like yeast in bread – you don’t taste it, you don’t notice it, unless it’s not there and the whole batch falls flat.  It’s like the most perfect pearl possible – you don’t know what you’re looking for exactly, but once you see it, you can never look at anything else and will give up everything to have it.  Little things can create truly amazing big things.
Our gospel today gives us image after image of little things – small things, inconsequential things – and tells us that this is what the kingdom of God is like.  The kingdom of God is not in the grandiose and gargantuan – the kingdom of God is in the miniscule and marginal.  The kingdom of God is in the prayers of mothers and grandmothers against the machinations of a warlord.  The kingdom of God is in the stitches of a shawl given to someone recovering in the hospital.  The kingdom of God is in a nail pounded by a volunteer to give someone a home.  The kingdom of God is in the hour given to tutor a child in math.  The kingdom of God is revealed, slowly and surely, as little thing after little thing unveil themselves as part of God’s action in our lives.  
Today’s gospel assures us of the power of little things, and while we know that it’s probably true, it seems somehow unsatisfying.  And look, I get it: little things aren’t very fun.  They aren’t dramatic or potent or wild.  We want fireworks, mountaintops, lightning strikes – we want to demand that God reveal his presence and action in such obscenely raucous ways that it couldn’t be missed.  Hardly a day goes by that we don’t hear someone lamenting that they don’t know where God is, that God seems so far off, that it’s hard to see or hear what God is actually doing in the world.  And maybe that someone is you.  We want a sign.  We want a miracle.  We want a big thing.
We want a big thing because we feel like we’re up against such big things.  Leymah faced horrifying acts of violence in her country’s civil war.  Today, the country of Norway reels after senseless murder and fear.  Here at home, we reel against the uncertainty of the financial future of our country and our state.  Not a day goes by that we don’t hear about death, destruction, decay, debt, debauchery, decline, denigration, and dispute.  We demand big things to fight them, assuming that we must fight fire with fire.  We see the horror and terror in the world, and we try to force the kingdom of God to come in big, bold, brash ways – and instead are let down, feeling as if evil always wins, wondering why God is silent.  Where is God, we wonder?  Why can’t we see God?  Why does evil appear so much bigger?
What then are we to say about these things? If God is for us, who is against us?  Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will hardship, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.

Paul’s words to us from Romans speak to the power of the little things of God’s kingdom against the big things of this world.  Nothing – nothing, nothing, nothing – gets in God’s way.  The kingdom of God is like water, slowly wearing down the rock until it wears out a smooth path.  The kingdom of God is like a seedling, tenaciously breaking part the soil as it clings to a mountainside.  The kingdom of God is like dawn, inexorably cutting through the darkest night until every inch of land is shining with daylight.  The kingdom of God is like prayer, offered in confusion and desperation, breathed upon by the sighs of the Holy Spirit, changing the mind of God and the direction of the world.  The bigness of the world’s worries are slowly broken to pieces by the little things of God’s grace.
We know, Paul writes, “We know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who are called according to his purpose.”  Every little thing falls into place, by the power of God, shaping a new reality in our lives, in our church, in our world.  The kingdom of God is like you, and me, each of us little against the big problems of the world, and yet charged with power by the love of God.  Through us, through God’s kingdom here on earth, every little thing works together for good.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.  
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