Losers

How do we define “losers” in our society? Let me tell you about “Dave”, that’s not his real name. Dave was an educated man, he earned two degrees and he was ordained into first the Diaconate and then into the Priesthood of the Episcopal Church. He launched, as many of us do, into a parish ministry. Things were going well until, a few years into his ministry, he had a complete mental breakdown, brought on by stress and other medical conditions. As a result, he was institutionalized for a total of ten years. He was finally released, his condition controlled by heavy doses of medication, but he was no longer able to function as a Parish Priest, he had severe tremors from his illness and the medication that he had to take, and he was jobless and virtually homeless, relying for shelter from well meaning and concerned family. By many definitions, Dave is seen as a loser.

Let’s leave Dave there for a while, don’t worry, he won’t fall, we’ll hold him.  I like to tell you about something that I discovered this last week. I was at my computer about to check on my e-mails, so I was logged into Yahoo! (Loser, right?) An item on the home page caught my attention and I opened the article to get a better look. The title, and you may have seen it too, was Worst Paying College Degrees and it listed ten such College degrees. One of the ways in which our society defines “losers” is in making judgments about relative worth, and this article did just that. It may interest you to know that all four of your Clergy made the list! Yes, Theology, according to that resource, is one of the sources of the lowest paying jobs! But wait, there’s more! Imagine my chagrin when looking further into the list I found that I, myself, personally (pardon the redundancy) had made the list not once or twice but three times! Yes, Drama and Education both have their places on the worst paying jobs list. I must be a loser’s loser! 


The trouble is, I don’t feel like a loser! And I like what I have become! It fits.

But if we classify one as a Loser by the cost (whatever that may be) to the person, then today we are in the presence of a really great Loser – St. Paul. We have his own testimony as to that cost: besides the fact that he lost his career as an agent of the Sanhedrin and, subsequently, probably an opportunity to himself become a member of that same Sanhedrin (the Temple governing body), he also tells us in II Corinthians 11 “Five times I have received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one. Three times I was beaten with rods. Once I received a stoning. Three times I was shipwrecked; for a night and a day I was adrift at sea; on frequent journeys, in danger from rivers, danger from bandits, danger from my own people, danger from Gentiles, danger in the city, danger in the wilderness, danger at sea, danger from false brothers and sisters; in toil and hardship, through many a sleepless night, hungry and thirsty, often without food, cold and naked.” And he couples these with other floggings, imprisonments and labors. That’s quite a cost, and the fact that he is still functioning is quite a tribute to his personality and his drive. In today’s narrative, he seems to be losing once again, but he isn’t the only Loser in this story, let’s examine it.

The first person to lose is the slave girl. She was following SS. Paul and Silas around the city, proclaiming to all who would listen their relationship with God, and the special function they perform. In an act of frustration and a genuine desire to silence her St. Paul exorcises her, and takes from her the capacity of clair voyance and to predict the future. This leads to the second losers in the shape of the girl’s owners, who had profited from her “gift” and who now found their source of private income severely curtailed. In retaliation, through false accusations, they cause SS. Paul and Silas to be beaten and to lose their freedom (once again) by imprisonment. The final loss is more of a virtual one than a real one, and it is the loss that is perceived by the jailer after God’s earthquake opens the doors and loosens the shackles. He not only foresees the loss of his job but the loss of his life also, St. Paul forestalls his precipitate actions, stops him from committing suicide, and turns that negative situation into a opportunity for teaching and change. This is the way St. Paul has acted throughout this whole narrative, taking the weaknesses that he perceives and turning them into strength – the girls “gift” was detrimental to her because it put her in the position where she could be used for others’ advantage. The owners had been lulled into the trap of “easy money” in exploiting her. One trusts that they were forced into more honest endeavors. The jailer, and his family, was, in the darkness of his despair, allowed to see the light of truth and of the gospel, and to begin his life renewed and reinvigorated. 

The events and situations that we see as weaknesses, losing situations, are not necessarily as dire and negative as they sometimes appear on the surface. That list that I spoke of before, the Worst Paying College Degrees, have something in common. Most of the disciplines that are listed are occupations to which those who practice them have a sense of calling and commitment, and money does not seem to be as important to them as does the need and desire to serve others. Weaknesses become strengths, disadvantages become opportunities.

Remember Dave? We left him homeless and jobless and recently released from a mental institution and suffering from tremors. Well, let’s get back to him. He knew that he needed to work but he did not know how to go about finding a job that he could do. He found himself, after several disappointments, approaching a job counselor to help him in his quest. The counselor asked him about his background and he detailed the breakdown, the loss of self that he had experienced and his confinement. All seemed to be negative, all seemed to be weaknesses. Then the counselor, a wise individual, told him to write his résumé, but to start with the most negative aspects, and make them the starting point of his search for employment. He did so, beginning with his confinement and the losses that he had experienced. He did not have an idea of where this would lead, but he decided that it was worth the risk. Soon, based on his background, he found himself well qualified to counsel those who are suffering grief and loss due to terminal diagnosis – “Hello Hospice!” He has since gone on to have a very successful career in that field and to author several books on Spirituality and the dying process. I attended a seminar of his just a few years ago.

Look beyond the apparent weaknesses, the losers, and turn them into occasions to teach, inform and to provide opportunities to become strengths. If St. Paul can do it, we ought to be willing to try. Amen.
