Sermon July 4 sermon June 30 2024
I say to you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be children of your Father in heaven
This commandment of Jesus in the gospel today is my core message, but I compelled to speak directly to what we experienced as a nation this past Thursday night.  It is important because so very much is at stake now.
I do not know about you, but I watched the Presidential debate and was in disbelief and horror at what I was seeing on stage.  One candidate, was in full attack mode and not concerned about thoughtful answers to complex or direct questions.  I watched as he intentionally spewed things to deflect any responsibility or culpability about his actions these past 8 years.  I also witnessed an elderly President fumble and be confused when faced with a barrage of lies and taunts intended to goad him into stumbling and that strategy worked very well.  This my friends was by no means a real debate but a side show of attacks and missteps.  If this were just reality TV it would be comical if it wasn’t bordering on abuse.  But this is not entertainment.  What is at stake is the very fabric of our country we all cherish and love so very deeply.  I could not sleep Thursday night and wrestled much of Friday how to put my thoughts and feelings into words that make sense and what I would say to you.
So, on the topic of Thursday night, I want to quote an opinion piece in The Atlantic posted Friday, by David Frum who wrote, “This most recent debate has taught the danger of spectatorship. The job of saving democracy will be done not by an old man on a gaudy stage, but by those who care that their democracy be saved. 
President Biden’s evident frailties have aggravated that job and made it more difficult, but they have also clarified whose job it is. Not his. Yours.”  At the heart of a functioning democracy is the most important point.  It is all our responsibility.  
I believe democracy mirrors life. It is not about “or” — it is about “and.” It is magical and messy. It is heartwarming and heartbreaking. It is delight and disappointment. Grace and grief. Exquisite and excruciating, often at the exact same time.  Winston Churchill put it this way: ‘Many forms of Government have been tried, and will be tried in this world of sin and woe. No one pretends that democracy is perfect or all-wise. Indeed, it has been said that democracy is the worst form of Government… except… for all those other forms that have been tried from time to time.…’
Lastly, I want to remind you democracy is not a spectator sport.  It is about being engaged, informing one’s self on the issues, and rolling up our sleeves to do something about it.  For 25 years I lived in Washington, DC and 20 of those years engaged in the messy and magical world of advancing policies that would make the lives of older citizens in need of health care just a bit better.  I have not flexed that muscle in a while, but after Thursday night I cannot sit silent any longer.  There is too much at risk so I urge you to be engaged in the local, state and even national elections.  Volunteer and get involved, because if you and I do not who will.  
Now let us turn our attention to the readings that all carry a similar thread.  The passages from Deuteronomy and Hebrews both refer to welcoming to the strangers, those different from us we heard “You shall also love the stranger, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt.”
Our Muslim brothers and sisters share the same idea.  In the Quran Sirah 4:36 is my favorite passage “Love the Stranger.”  
It is the same message as Hebrew and Christian scriptures.  I love it so much I have a lawn sign with this passage from the Quran.  Extending welcome to strangers in the Middle East to this day is essential to their cultural identity.  Sadly, they are also cultures marred by conflict and division that we see played out right now in Israel, Gaza, and Lebanon.
However, the real message for us today comes from Jesus himself who told us today we are commanded to: “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be children of your Father in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous.”
We are not only to talk to those different from us, we are commanded by Jesus to love our enemies and those not like us.  
My friends it of no importance that we agree… however, we are commanded to love.  We live in a nation where loving one another has been central to our independence and our democracy for 248 years.  We have been held together by a simple belief that every human being is of equal value because of our creator has created us in His very image.  Yet there are those on both extremes of the political spectrum who would rather tear at our diverse union in order to maintain power than to truly love and understand those who may be of different races or cultures, speak different languages, or share love in ways that are not part of the dominant culture. 

It also is the incumbent of those on the left to love and understand who do not fully grasp the pain of people who feel the changes in this country have displaced them and left them behind in this new economy and society that is emerging at breakneck pace.  
We are a country of strangers who have come to a new land since our very beginnings in colonial days over 400 years ago.  As people arrived here that were not of English descent they had to struggle to find their way into the culture.  And, everyone of them had to fight for recognition and the right to be naturalized citizens.  What we are experiencing is not new… it IS the very essence of who we are as a nation.  I am always struck when I remember that it wasn’t until the 1920 census that my own people were finally accepted a white in this society.  It wasn’t just the color of your skin, but the approval of the systems of power that granted to each and every immigrant group the status as citizenry with its rights and privileges.  And I underscore… as we celebrate Intendance Day…  Our diversity is our strength not our weakness.
I will end with one last quote I just read this week from musician and composer Christina Pato that I believe applies to my message.
“The moment you step into somebody else’s universe, you are putting yourself in that place of uncertainty…in which you must be open to the possibility of learning something different or feeling something different. I think that is where hope is.”  I end my sermon with the words I ended with last week echoing the command of our Lord “Love one another as I have loved you.”
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