Hearing the Holy Spirit

I have lived a blessed life.  One example of this is taking advantage of the opportunity to travel with my Mom to Europe.  My July morning began just as it had for the last few days.  I opened my eyes and there was my 71 year-old mom, perched on the edge of her bed, staring at me.  “Right.  I am sharing a hotel room with Mom.  We are in Lodz, Poland.  We are on an odyssey.  We are looking for Mom’s birth house.  There is a chance we will find it today.”  This was not our first attempt to do this.  Four years earlier, when there were still border guards, and Poland’s integration into western Europe’s economy was in an earlier stage, we were dissuaded by Mom’s relatives from going back.  “There would be nothing left.  They will give you trouble at the border because of what went on in those days.”  This time, though, we flew right over the relatives to Berlin and drove straight into Poland.  Mom would see them later in the month.  Today, we will drive to the small town of Pabiniece to look for the house that my then six year old mother and her baby brother Edgar had left on a sleigh, drawn by her mother.
The search for the house was not easy.  Mom recalled that there was a huge open market square near the house, and indeed on that Saturday the market was in full swing.  We drove around looking for #3 Potsdam Strasse, made difficult because the streets were all changed to Polish names after the ethnic Germans had fled during the war.  We resorted to looking at all the houses numbered with a 3 in the area.  Then we began harassing older folks on the main street with the hope that one might remember where that German named street used to be.  That tactic met with resistance and suspicion.  Word must have got out that an elderly lady that spoke lousy Polish was cruising around in a grey van asking questions.  The oldies ducked into doorways and shops when we crept by. 

Then we got lucky.  The town museum was still open that Saturday, and the curator that fortunately was present dug up a pre-war map of the town that showed where Mom’s street was.  I winced, as I recognized after 12 passes of that part of town that there lot of Soviet era apartments now built on that part of the map.  Nonetheless, #3 was intact, in the shadow of one of those stark apartments.  It was the house that we had driven by several times, the one that mom had mused that the windows had looked somewhat familiar.  
We got out, still unsure.  Then Mom spied a shed in the back.  “Bobby, this is it.”  It was the stall that her Uncle Heinrich put up the horse when he came to visit.  The red bricks mom had been looking for had been parged over with cement, and we simply had passed by it several times.  A flood of memories came; the hollow in the gate post where mom had hid her girlhood treasures of bright bits of class and odd-coloured stones, the tree that Mom sat under the day my Uncle Edgar was born.  There were tears of joy, and there were tears of sorrow, where good memories collided with tragic memories that Mom had buried, hid, like those bits of glass, for so many decades.
Later, we drove back to the market square to face some of those memories.  It was late in the afternoon and the kiosks had been taken down and the square was pretty much empty.  This was the square that my mother had seen Adolf Hitler.  The schools were emptied that day to hear him speak.  (Interestingly, the curator was unaware of this event.  His eyes brightened when my Mom mentioned it earlier in the day, and I knew what his research project was going to be for the next week.)  This was the place that Mom remembered walking by as a little girl after it was walled off by huge planks.  Mom remembers peeking through the slats, seeing men in black coats and long grey beards walking about.  Mom was scolded for this by her mother, and she was not allowed to walk by the square again.  
Papiniece was about 10 kilometres southwest of Lodz, which was a textile town.  Lodz had the greatest concentration of Jews in Europe before the war.  Sources cite Papiniece as one of the key collection sites for Jews bound for concentration camps.  
We then visited the church Mom remembered walking to with her parents and little brother to on Sunday mornings.  It was about 800 meters northeast of the make-shift collection site.  During the Nazi era, this church, like most churches under Nazi sway, were severally restricted in their worship.  No mention likely would have been made of the horror that began to ferment so close to their place of worship.
Here lies the question that many doubters of the faith often ask. Here is the question students, like these here this morning, ask when they are developing in their faith.  It is a question many believers often ask.  Where is God when terrible things happen?  Untimely illness, tsunamis, car crashes that claim good people.  Where was God during atrocities committed by humans on other humans?  The Mennonite history in Russia in the 20th century alone captures horrific circumstances.    Revolution, Machno, Stalin, The Holodomor, a manufactured famine in Ukraine, much of it familiar to members of this church, has raised this same question.  Of course, there is so little time here this morning to answer it, and certainly there are so many others who could at least begin to answer it better than me, if indeed there is an answer that a mortal mind can wrap around.  Nonetheless, my summer travels with Mom has nudged me to begin to reach for some understanding.
Classic frescoes and paintings of the Trinity often depict the Holy Spirit as a dove with wings outspread.  The dove expresses the Spirit of God as love and as movement, a bird on the wing.  God’s “hovering” over land and water is thought of as being like that of a bird.  Jesus’ death is not a permanent loss, as he returns to the Father in order to empower the disciples with the Holy Spirit.  The Spirit allows this community to link members to the human Jesus to the glorified Jesus, whose Spirit still lives among them.  
There are a few times in my life where I can remember being taken by the sounds of birds.  While paddling through the rain on a secluded, narrow, granite shored lake, I glided through a cacophony of sound moments after the rain stopped. During my Baptist days, I was a P.O. W., a Prisoner of Worship, since Baptist Sunday School always went into late June, and I could hear the birds through the open windows, promising me of a better afternoon.  I heard similar birds as I sat under a tree in Jerusalem, knowing that Jesus very well would have heard similar sounds.  I felt the presence of God at these times, and they have made me glad.
 My wife and I had the chance to stop at what was left of the Bergen Belson concentration camp.  Much of it had since grown over with natural vegetation, and while I sat on a bench trying to comprehend what had gone on here, I was taken by the song birds that settled in near by trees.  However, it was clear that few birds sang near concentration camps when they were in operation.  Those that did light near by may have been snared by inmates hoping to augment their meager or non-existent rations.  It would have been difficult to imagine the dove of the Spirit of God flying anywhere near there.
Here I borrow heavily from Stanley Hauerwas.  After touching Jesus’ hands and side, Thomas was able to see that the resurrected Lord is not different from the crucified Messiah he had learned to follow as a disciple.  This would mean that if we who have gathered today have received the Holy Spirit, Jesus’ continuing presence, we will have the power to forgive sins, because through his cross and resurrection we know we have been forgiven.  However, this is rarely the first notion we have about God in a crisis.  Like Thomas we seek a God of power that will make the horrors of the Holocaust come out right, but all we find is a God whose presence and power resides in his steadfast graciousness. This message is of little value, though, for a world that does not seek to be forgiven, but to be in control by pretentiously assuming it has the power to forgive.  This message of forgiveness tossed Peter in prison.  We and the world want a God of sheer power that makes it possible to insure “never again” when we face the Holocaust.  Yet, all we get is a God that calls us to be forgiven.  
For Hauerwas, this is the heart of the Gospel—namely that we have been forgiven for the Holocaust.  Resurrection is not God’s retreat from us, but rather the clear sign that nothing we can do can alienate us from His steadfast will to forgive and love us.  This makes us into a people capable of forgiving and loving.
My Mom would struggle with this perspective.  We talked very little as we drove away from her birth home in Poland.  While she was barely old enough to attend school, she is aware that Christian complicity with the Holocaust had welled up from the decision to avoid the very difficult task of obeying God, and not men.  I assume this was why many of Mom’s relatives discouraged her to return four years earlier.  During the war, it likely did not take much to end up on the other side of the planked wall that surrounded the square. And why would one want to revisit difficult decisions that were made when their neighbors were being rounded up.   
A few months before our European trip, Mom joined a bus load of Christian seniors to tour the Holy Land.  One stop included the Holocaust museum placed high up on a hill in Jerusalem.  I had been there myself with students about 15 years before, and as a young father, I could barely get past the first exhibit that honoured the children that perished in the death camps.  Mom could not get past that first display panel, either.  Her Jewish guide found her weeping on a tree-lined bench that looked down the valley below.  She could not understand how her people could have done such a thing and asked the guide for forgiveness.  The guide was gentle, absolving Mom because she indeed was such a young girl at the time.  Yet, he accepted her request for forgiveness, and for my Mom, this was likely an important step as she began to prepare to visit her hometown in Poland.  I believe my Mom celebrated in the presence of the Holy Spirit on that bench.  A couple of years ago, I asked my mom if she heard anything while she sat there on that bench.  She told me that there were birds in the trees, and they were singing.
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