week! So, that was a miracle indeed!)

So Nebuchadnezzar had the men plucked from the fire,
astonished as he was that they were not hurt. This mighty tyrant was
moved by their faith. Transformed even. So much, that he made his
own confession of faith: Blessed be the God of Shadrach, Meshach, and
Abednego who delivered these servants because they would only
worship God alone. With God, no one is ever past the point of
transformation!

The norms of our culture are always telling us what kind of
world we live in and what’s expected of us there. That’s not always a
world that aligns with God’s commitments to freedom, and love, and
justice. But these three bold friends remind us that we ultimately have
a choice about where we live. We can choose to inhabit this world along
with everyone else, going along with the concessions and the
consequences. Or we can choose to live in God’s reality, in God’s realm,
where people take risks to save the lives of enemies; where people
worship only God, no matter how shiny the thing that is seeking our
utmost attention and love; and no matter the fallout. We can live in
faith that God is capable of all things, while still acknowledging that
God doesn’t always do exactly what we want. And whether God does or
God doesn’t, we can still choose God. When we do, even if we find
ourselves in some fiery furnace of our own, we may be visited by the
very presence of God, whose realm we ultimately inhabit.

All glory and honor, thanks and praise be to God. Amen.

! Gregory Warner, “Remembering Rwandans Who Followed Their Conscience,” April
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3 Daniel L. Smith-Christopher, “The book of Daniel, Introduction, Commentary, and

Reflections,” in The New Interpreter’s Bible, Vol VII (Nashville: Abingdon, 1996), 64.
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Today is Juneteenth. It’s a holiday that has been around since
1865, but that many of us here are just getting caught up with. Last
year, Juneteenth was finally made a federal holiday. June 19 has long
been celebrated in the African American community and it marks the
day in 1865 when news of the Emancipation Proclamation finally
reached the last enslaved people in the United Stated who were in
Texas, announcing their freedom. I think this is an appropriate
scripture to be reading on Juneteenth as we continue in our series
Finding God in the Flames. The passage highlights the terror of living
under a political regime that is all-powerful over your life; not so
different from what African slaves must have experienced in the
American south. It invites us to think about who we serve above all.
And to consider how we can live in a world where the God of Jesus
Christ, and God’s love and justice, is our ultimate authority and guide.

The high drama in the story makes these considerations more
intense. This story doesn’t involve a decision whose choices are both
equal. For Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, the choice is literally life
or death; God or the King; fiery flames or false worship. If they hold
fast to their trust in God, they may die a fiery death. If they abandon
God, fall down, and worship the statue, they'll be saved from the king’s
threat. While we sometimes face really difficult, life-altering decisions,
they are not usually of this magnitude. They do not usually ask us to
stand up for our faith or for God’s love in such a courageous way. But
plenty of regular people have faced such a decision.

In Rwanda, in April 1994, the genocide of Tutsi people by their
neighbors, the Hutus, had just begun. Olive Mukankusi is a Hutu who
was about 20 years old when the genocide began.! In the midst of the
violence, as Olive was walking down the road in her village, she met two
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Tutsi girls, about 15 and 17 years old, who seemed to be wandering, not
knowing where to go. She recognized the girls as some of her
neighbors. In that moment, where everyone was pitted against their
neighbor; where everyone was suspect, and the threat of death was all
around, it would have been reasonable for Olive to look aside and keep
on walking. But she didn’t. Despite the girls telling Olive to go on
home, she said, “Come with me.” She took the girls home and brought
them out back to a pit used for making banana beer. And she hid them
inside from those seeking to kill them. She even brought another
neighbor, an older woman and hid her there, too. Olive did this,
knowing that the very act of hiding Tutsis was punishable by death.
Yet Olive reflects, “I knew these girls. I saw how much pain they were
in. I was ready to die with them, whatever would happen to me or my
family.”

And it wasn’t clear what would happen to her. After she’'d
hidden the neighbors, Olive’s husband returned home. She wondered
if he would turn her in. But her husband could see the love that
motivated her actions. If he betrayed the hideaways, he would betray
her love, as well.

He didn’t turn them in. But soon Olive and her neighbors were
found out anyway. The militia-men marched the girls, the older
woman, and Olive herself to a killing site by the river. It seemed their
fate would be death, like so many others. But Olive remembered
something in her skirt. She had no bank account, so she had the habit
of keeping all her money sewn in the fabric of her dress. Just days
before, she had sold her whole harvest and so had enough money with
her to last her family six months, about $140. She ripped open the
seam and when the men saw the money, they were happy. They took
every cent of it, leaving the women behind. Their lives were spared.

Where people are power hungry and violence threatens, like in
Rwanda in 1994 or like in Babylon in our story, it’s a wonder that some
people still choose to care for their neighbors and to stand for faith.
They still choose love, above all; even above their own lives. And in
choosing love, we might just as well say, they choose God. They choose
to live in a world where love and faith and neighborliness take
precedence over any human power or authority. I think these stories,
like stories about the Holocaust or the Underground Railroad, always

-s what we would do in a

world we to live

Another Hutu woman, Godleaves Mukamunana also rescued
Tutsis during the genocide. Though many of her neighbors, and even
her own children, continue to question whether or not she did the right
thing, she says if she had it to do over, “Actually, I'd do it double. I'd do
it again and again and again.” She tells her children, “You don’t have to
worry, because the act we did, God is going to reward us, the right
way.”?t

Godleaves and Olive chose to live in the same reality that
Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego did before the King. They see the
world from a perspective of trust in God, who is love and who loves
justice. They were confident in their faith, and clear in what violated it.
That’s something most of us could probably spend some more time
thinking about and getting clear on for ourselves, since we live in a
world whose advertisements and economics and celebrity are always
trying to pull us away from our faith.

Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, though, were clear about
what God called them to do and the courage it took. What is so striking
is how they responded to Nebuchadnezzar: “If our God whom we serve
is able to deliver us from the furnace of blazing fire and out of your
hand, O king, then let him deliver us. But if not, nevertheless, we will
neither serve your gods nor worship your golden statue.” They believed
God could save them from the flames. Yet even if God didn’t rescue
them the way they hoped, they were still undeterred in their faith.
They were willing to endure the consequences of clinging to God, no
matter what. They knew that there was one with greater authority
than Nebuchadnezzar. Put simply, “God [is the one who] reigns.™
Serving that God is more meaningful and more important than
anything else, even when it’s also more dangerous.

Of course, their view of the world, their trust in God, enraged
the King. He cranked the fire up and had the three thrown in, dressed
in all their most flammable finery. The flames raged. Though others
were hurt putting them into the fire, the three friends remained safe.
And when the king looked into the flames, not only did he see them
walking around, he saw a fourth person there with them. Who do you
think that was? This portion of the book, written originally in Aramaic,
literally says “son of God.” Surely the fourth person was, somehow, the
very presence of God with them in the flames. Because the three men
came out unharmed - their hair wasn’t singed, their tunics weren’t
burned and they didn’t even smell like smoke. (My whole family
smelled like smoke after just a few minutes roasting marshmallows last



