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Sermon:  John 14: 23-29 (God’s politics)

Jacob, age 92, and Rebecca, age 89, are all excited about their decision to get married. They go for a stroll to discuss the wedding, and on the way they pass a drugstore. Jacob suggests they go in.

Jacob addresses the man behind the counter: "Are you the owner?"
The pharmacist answers, "Yes."
(Jacob): "We're about to get married. Do you sell heart medication?"
(Pharmacist): "Of course we do."
(Jacob): "How about medicine for circulation?"
(Pharmacist): "All kinds."
(Jacob): "Medicine for rheumatism and scoliosis?"
(Pharmacist): "Definitely."
(Jacob): "How about Viagra?"
(Pharmacist): "Of course."
(Jacob): "Medicine for memory problems, arthritis,
jaundice?"
(Pharmacist): "Yes, a large variety. The works."
(Jacob): "What about vitamins, sleeping pills, Geritol, antidotes for Parkinson's disease?"
(Pharmacist): "Absolutely."
(Jacob): "You sell wheelchairs and walkers?"
(Pharmacist): "All speeds and sizes."
Jacob replies: "We'd like to use this store as our Bridal Registry."
A good joke, but don’t even think about a gift card to such a place for Mother’s Day.  If you haven’t figured out something special for your mother, or, as Paulette has pointedly reminded me, the mother of your children, God help you.

Aging changes things.  Physically, if you are over 30, it is rarely in a good way.  But aging has its compensations.  A seminary professor of mine claimed that he developed a willingness, almost a gleefulness, in saying “no.”  Sometimes aging makes us less judgmental.  Remember the story of the woman caught in the act of adultery?  It was the elders who first dropped their stones and walked away.  Sometimes we become less judgmental, but not always.

Aging differentiates us in other ways.  We find ourselves categorized as “the Greatest Generation,” or “Boomers,” or “Gen X” or “Y” or “Z,” or “Millennials.”  All supposedly with a different slant on life, with different values.  Leading, at times, to conflict over what is right and wrong.

In our gospel today, Jesus says, “Those who love me will keep my word,” and “Whoever does not love me does not keep my words.”  At first this can be reassuring – just love Jesus and all will be fine.  But if we look just two verses earlier we hear Jesus say, “They who have my commandments and keep them are those who love me.”  Not so reassuring, since we all fail. 

As the confession reads in the Church of England, we sin through negligence, through weakness, and through our own deliberate fault.  But there is still one to be added: through ignorance.  Mostly we know when we are sinning, or we know in retrospect.  But at times Christians disagree over what is sinful and what is not.  Just as different generations can disagree over moral judgments.

Compare us with the Roman Catholic Church, for example.  For them, at least by doctrine, contraception is a sin.  For us it is not.  For them, remarriage after divorce (unless the first marriage is annulled) is such a great sin as to merit exclusion from Holy Communion.  For us it is not.  Christians, in good faith, disagree about what it means to “keep Jesus’ words.”

Our understanding of sin has changed over time.  Slavery, apartheid, segregation were all accepted at one time, both by society and by the Church.  When I was in seminary, I spent a several hours reviewing articles published in the mid 1800s, on paper now brittle to the touch, arguing both in favor of slavery and in opposition.  Both camps citing the Bible for support.  “Where is it condemned?” some asked.  “With all the sins explicitly called out in Holy Scripture, surely slavery would have made the list if it really was a sin.”  Adding, “And what do you make of ‘Slaves obey your masters?’”  In hindsight the pro-slavery, Christian response appears ludicrous.  But it was not so at the time.  Some Christians, in good faith, thought slavery was acceptable.

Keeping Jesus’ words.  It has gotten the Church involved in all sorts of social issues over the ages.  There is a book written by Ralph Reed, the former executive director of the Christian Coalition, and published in 1996.  The book is titled, Active Faith – How Christians are Changing the Soul of American Politics.

While I disagree with Reed’s political perspective, I find his book well written and articulate.  He begins his second chapter:

To many in society today the idea of combining religion and politics is like mixing oil and water – or perhaps kerosene and fire.  The two simply should not be discussed in the same sentence in polite company, and the pairing certainly has no place in modern, enlightened America . . . where it is believed that the great social movements of the past century were largely the result of numerous nice secular people getting together to make the world a better place.

Reed continues:

Those beliefs are of a recent vintage and run counter to three centuries of American history and the deeply ingrained religious impulses of the American people.  Indeed, from the days of our founding through the great social movements of the twentieth century – suffrage, labor, the New Deal, and civil rights – religious impulses borne out in practical politics have been the hallmark of the American experience . . . Religious-based political activism is neither un-American nor undemocratic.

So what of the separation of church and state?  The phrase, by the way, does not appear in the Constitution.  The First Amendment states, “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof . . .”  Jefferson, in a letter to the Danbury Baptists, equated the First Amendment to a “wall of separation between church and State.” 

So the driving issue was to prevent the establishment of a particular religion of the land, while guaranteeing citizens freedom to worship as they chose.  It was in opposition to a “Church of England” for America, supported by tax dollars, and it was in opposition to religious persecution.

Still, an important area for separation of church and state is in political activities.  Churches are prohibited from endorsing political candidates, from distributing campaign literature, from making financial or in-kind contributions, and from writing editorials in support of candidates.  But there remains considerable latitude regarding other political activities.
  That said, no church, especially no Episcopal church, should become so aligned with one political party that those in the opposing camp feel uncomfortable in that church.  We are a church of “big tent” theology, striving for the inclusion of those holding disparate views.  We are home to Republicans, Democrats, Independents, Libertarians, members of the Green Party and undoubtedly more.

But this does not mean that the Episcopal Church must remain, or is, silent on political issues.  There is a document titled Policy for Action
, which lists resolutions passed by General Convention and the Executive Council, which constitute the social policy of the Episcopal Church.

I don’t think any of us really want the Church to be silent on all political issues.  Would we have wanted Dietrich Bonhoeffer to be silent about the Nazi persecution of the Jews in Germany?  Or Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., about segregation?  Or Archbishop Desmond Tutu about apartheid in South Africa?

The challenge for us all is how to hear Jesus’ words, as our gospel puts it.  How do we know the will of God?  Can we, trying our best, making full use of Scripture, Tradition and Reason, still get it wrong?

I was a bit reluctant to use this example on Mother’s Day, but four words kept coming to mind.  Women’s Christian Temperance Union.

Frances Willard was born in 1839 and became the second, and most influential President of the WCTU.  As head of the first national organization in America for women, she endorsed the idea that the organization should “do everything”: work not only for temperance, but also for woman suffrage and “social purity” (protecting young girls and other women sexually by raising the age of consent, establishing rape laws, holding male customers equally responsible for prostitution violations, and so on).

Frances Willard remained a staunch Christian, rooting her reform ideas in her faith.  So while the Eighteen Amendment to the Constitution, instituting prohibition, has the dubious distinction of being the only Amendment repealed in its entirety, Willard’s many other causes look quite good in retrospect.

Keeping God’s word means, at times, having to struggle with the Christian implications of our faith on issues of controversy.  Christians can and do disagree, but Christians should always assess, and be prepared to defend, their positions on the basis of their faith.

Sometimes we are called to take a stand that is unpopular, but we should remember that some, like Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Martin Luther King Jr., gave their life for God’s politics.  But there is more to it than just speaking out.  Ralph Reed closed his book by describing the pledge card that MLK Jr. required every member of his Southern Christian Leadership Conference to sign:

1. Meditate daily on the teachings and life of Jesus.

2. Remember always that the . . . movement . . . seeks justice and reconciliation, not victory.

3. Walk and talk in the manner of love, for God is love.

4. Pray daily to be used by God in order that all men might be free.

5. Sacrifice personal wishes in order that all men might be free.

6. Observe with both friend and foe the ordinary rules of courtesy.

7. Seek to perform regular service for others and for the world.

8. Refrain from the violence of fist, tongue, or heart.

This too is part of keeping Jesus’ words, his commandments.  For he said to us, “I give you a new commandment, that you love one another.  Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another.  By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”

Let us strive for God’s politics.  But always with love.
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