Sermon: Seventeenth Sunday after Pentecost, 7 September 2008
Propers: Ezekiel 33:7-11, Psalm 119:33-40, Romans 13:8-14, Matthew 18:15-20
Preacher: The Reverend Addison C. Hall
Occasion:   first church school, choir, beginning of program year

	A big revolution occurred this summer at the farmhouse in Ashfield where I grew up, and where I spent much of my sabbatical time this summer. The revolution occurred in two phases, and was accomplished thanks to the initiative and patient persistence of my wife. Into a house that had no television when I was growing up, and since then has had only poor reception of two or three channels, came Direct TV. A few weeks later came wireless internet service.

	Those of you who know my ambivalence about television and my awkwardness with information technology won’t be surprised to hear that I had some fears about these changes, though I endorsed them. I’ll come back to the reason for my fears in a moment, but first I have to say that much as I wanted to study a few more chapters of John Calvin before turning in after a hard day of cutting trees, I couldn’t help noticing how much better able I was to stay awake watching the Red Sox than while reading theology. And I freely confess that my ability to look up something about John Calvin quickly on the internet even while deep in the country is a major boon, and for both new developments I am grateful.

	My fears have to do mostly with what we all wrestle with, the phenomenon that has its own acronymn: TMI. TMI stands for Too Much Information, and it is embodied not just by the internet and by the hundreds of television channels now served up to most households, but also by the many other media that bring us information and entertainment and correspondence. Learning to use the internet is no longer the important new skill for our children (and ourselves) to master; rather, the important new skill is that of selecting quickly and wisely from infinite choices those elements of information that are most reliable, most useful, and most concise.

	This is not a completely new challenge. For people seeking to live out their religious faith, people like us gathered here so joyfully this morning, there always has been a need to make sense of a rich and sometimes bewilderingly complex mother lode of wisdom and guidance. In our tradition that mother lode is the Holy Bible, enormously rich and complex in itself, containing not just the supremely important teaching of and about Jesus, but much more as well. To the Bible’s complexity I will return in a moment. But our tradition is embodied not just in the Bible, but also in the wisdom generated by each successive generation to have meditated on the Bible, and by thousands of geographically distinctive church bodies living out their faith over two thousand years.

	As our children return to church school this morning, and to a fresh and exciting encounter with our rich sacred tradition, and as many of us return to this wonderful community of faith after the summer dispersion, we may be grateful for a reminder of the essence of our holy scriptures and our sacred history, and if possible we would be grateful to have that reminder in a concise and memorable form, let’s say in the form of a text message.

	St. Paul, who often goes on and on and can sometimes get a little mixed up by the richness and complexity of his own thinking, is the unlikely hero of our day today. In the passage from his letter to the Romans that Jane just read, St. Paul sums up the whole of the scriptures (what we refer to as the Old Testament) in three words: “love one another.” Here is a slightly longer version. St. Paul says: “Owe no one anything, except to love one another; for the one who loves another has fulfilled the law. The commandments, ‘You shall not commit adultery; You shall not murder; You shall not steal; You shall not covet’; and any other commandment, are summed up in this word, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’”  

	In compressing the whole Hebrew law in this way, St. Paul of course is echoing the teaching of Jesus, who when asked which among the laws were of highest priority, said, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and mind and strength, and you shall love your neighbor as yourself. On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.”

	So there is the reminder for us. When we are feeling, as we so often do, a little overwhelmed by the urgings of our busy information-overloaded world, we can return to this concise mantra recommended by St. Paul: “Love one another.” Or we can remember Jesus’ own summary: “Love God with all your heart and mind and strength, and love your neighbor as yourself.” If by chance your child said this morning, “Daddy, why do I have to go to church?” you might have said, “Because it helps you remember what is most important. It helps you remember the importance of our loving God and loving other people. And that’s a reminder for adults as well as for children. Everybody needs to be reminded of what is most important.”

	Now that we have a firm rock on which to stand, we are free to return, as our readings from scripture this morning invite us to do, to just a little bit of the complexity from which neither our religious practice nor human life in general can ever be free. Both the reading from the prophet Ezekiel and the reading from Matthew’s gospel invite us to think about loving our neighbors in a way that is neither sentimental nor simple, and it is about that aspect of love that I invite you to think with me for a few minutes more.

	All of us gravitate naturally to those aspects of love that we might call love’s soft side: nurture, affirmation, affectionate sharing, support, understanding, forgiveness, reconciliation. These are high on the list of reasons that we love this community of faith, and our families, and other communities to which we choose to belong. When we hear St. Paul’s injunction to love one another, this kind of love is what occurs to us first.

	The other aspect of love is not so congenial. Ezekiel the prophet receives his summons from God, who says, “If I say to the wicked, ‘O wicked ones, you shall surely die,’ and you do not speak to warn the wicked to turn from their ways, the wicked shall die in their iniquity, but their blood I will require at your hand.’”

	Jesus says, “If another member of the church sins against you, go and point out that fault when the two of you are alone.”

	This is the aspect of love that has to do with confrontation and intervention, with calling those we love to account when they are endangering themselves and other people by their behavior. Most of us know this kind of love best from our family experiences. Parents must exercise this love when their children are behaving recklessly; children often must exercise this love when their aging parents are making poor decisions about their own welfare. Such confrontations, however normal and necessary, are always difficult, and much of the strain of family life results from them. In my first days back from sabbatical this week, I already have been called on, as I often am, to mediate some of those tensions.

	Sometimes friends must intervene in this way to protect their friends. Unwelcome as such interventions feel at first, they can be life-saving. All of us know at second hand if not at first hand how difficult and how important that kind of love can be. One of our goals in this community of faith is to grow in understanding and trust of each other, at least in small groups within the parish, so that we can make or receive these critical interventions on the rare but unavoidable occasions when they are needed. Such interventions always are buffered by the awareness that none of us is above reproach, and that forgiveness is available to all concerned.

	The prophetic witness to which Ezekiel and Jesus were called has to do with even wider spheres of responsibility than the family and the faith community. Both of them, like other prophets in their tradition, were called by God to reproach and call to account their national leaders when their leaders were abdicating their solemn obligations. This was a dangerous calling, as our frequent reference to Jesus’ crucifixion reminds us.

	The church has struggled with this calling ever since Jesus and St. Paul set the example of courageous confrontation of those in power. Two sides of that experience are available to our recent reflection in South Africa. There the church was instrumental in overcoming apartheid, and there the church has been struggling ever since 1991 to deal with the persistent instances of injustice and social chaos that have the followed along into the new order from the old one.

	This fall we will be engaged by the confrontation of our own national leaders, all claiming the highest righteousness for their convictions, all convinced that the fate of the nation is their sacred responsibility. As citizens, our Christian commitment to love includes the requirement that we meditate on these confrontations with as much wisdom and forbearance as we can muster, and exercise our franchise with the humility and courage that such a complex circumstance as our present national life dictates. Our injunction from Jesus and St. Paul includes the national life as well as the life of the more manageable smaller communities with whom we identify.

	We give thanks for this community, in which we can seek and receive support, from God and from each other, as we engage these consequential responsibilities at all levels of our life: family, parish, local community, workplace, Commonwealth, nation, world. This faith community is one of our greatest resources for discerning what is right when we are faced with difficult choices, for gaining strength to intervene where we believe we must, to be healed from the bruising encounters with evil in ourselves and others which we cannot avoid.

	We give thanks for God’s faithfulness to us, for God’s commitment to sustain us in our struggles, to nurture us in our weakness, to forgive us our failures, to bring us joy in all that is good. We give thanks that so many people, including so many in this room, have heard and heeded St. Paul’s injunction: “Love one another.” And let the nimble thumbs of the text messengers say it again: “Love one another.”

								Amen.
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