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1 Samuel 3:1-10; 1 Corinthians 6:11b-20; Luke 6: 27-36

Love, Freedom, and the Minimum Wage
But I say to you that listen, love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you. (Luke chapter 6 verses 27 and 28)
Today we must ask the question why love is so radical and revolutionary. We must ask the question why love so often meets conflict, why love encounters resistance, why love is a struggle; why love is hard work. Today we must ask the question why the whole world doesn’t sing the great hymn “There’s a wideness in God’s mercy, like the wideness of the sea”. 
Now just a word on what I mean about love. By love I do not mean being “nice”. Now there’s nothing wrong with being nice, but just for the record if you go through the Bible you’ll be hard-pressed to find any nice people. You ask any longtime friend, any parent, any spouse, and they’ll tell you that love is hard work—and to love hard and love well, being nice just doesn’t cut it. We say in the church business, God doesn’t require you to like your neighbor (or for that matter be nice); but God does require you to love your neighbor—there’s a difference. 

And by love I don’t mean the Romantic emotionalism that reduces love to a cuddly teddy bear or the kind of card that I’ll probably buy Lori for Valentine’s Day. While that IS “nice,” it’s just too small—too tame—to capture the kind of love that God is about and wants us to be about. And for those who remember the ‘60’s, flower power’s not so bad, but that’s also not what I’m talking about. 
Maybe this story will help: There’s an older man I got to know in Philadelphia who grew up before the civil rights movement got under way.  As a little boy, his grandmother used to walk him to school in the morning, and meet him after school to walk him home. On their trip, they literally had to cross the railroad tracks that divided the black side of the neighborhood from the white side of the neighborhood—at the time he lived on the “wrong side of the tracks,” the African American side of the tracks…One day, as they were walking home in the afternoon, some white teenaged boys began picking on them as they crossed through the white neighborhood. They knocked down his grandmother and wouldn’t let her get up. Even though he was a little boy and they were much bigger, he went at the older boys to try to fight them off. But just as he got close to them, his grandmother reached out and caught his leg and said “No you don’t! You pray for them! You pray for them!”

This is the kind of love that knows that an eye for an eye just leaves two blind eyes, that retaliation of violence for violence just leads to more violence so that the cycle continues. The only power greater that breaks the cycle, the only power greater than violence, is this power of love. Love is a POWER that transforms, unshackles, makes a way when you’re stuck. To use an old-fashioned term, love is a power that redeems, gets someone back, snap them out of the spell they’re under; helps them see the truth. Its power, unlike all other forms of power, is never violent or coercive; but it beckons, it calls us into action, and it possesses us when we ask for it. 

All those years later that man remembered his experience as though it were yesterday. And those boys—perhaps they’re telling their grandchildren about the power of love in the face of their own cruelty. 

Last night at a party for those who are relatively new in the church community it was so interesting to hear what attracted people to Holy Cross. Some had experienced dissatisfaction and even exclusion in previous churches, and when they timidly stepped through the doors of Holy Cross—entering as strangers--they were welcomed and included as though they were finally home.

This is of course the power of Jesus, the transforming power of love. It frees us from the demons that take hold of our life, and it makes a stranger into a friend. 

 We’re reading through the Gospel of Mark during the adult education hour at 9:30 AM and in it when someone is possessed by a demon of violence, Jesus never casts the PERSON out as though she or he is evil, but he always casts the DEMON out and RESTORES the person, REDEEMS the person, EXTRACTS them from the evil that had taken hold of them. And when he is confronted by angry authorities—religious and civil—it’s because love’s power is successfully replacing evil’s power, and evil’s upset! Good has finally come to get creation back for God, and evil is doing everything it can to oppose it. Do you see the cosmic conflict behind the particulars? Jesus exhibits the abundance of love’s power, and it is NOT welcome—the authorities had the people on a starvation diet, and that kept the people quiet and peaceful just fine. Now Jesus is just dishing out love to whoever wants it, and the tables have started to turn. Those Jews who had sold out to their religion and were collecting taxes for the Roman empire—the worst of the worst—they were included; the societal pariahs, those pushed to the edges and treated as invisible: including the weak--people with physical and mental handicapps, the elderly, the chronically ill—they were included. Those caught in self-destructive addictions, too far gone to help themselves, and the unethical—not only were they included, but Jesus seeks THEM out first! The message Jesus was giving is this: God’s desire to get us back, to redeem us, to set us free is too great, too powerful a love, to let anything get in the way: rules of the Sabbath, the traditions about ritual cleanliness, the social stigmas of who’s sinful and who’s not. For Jesus these had become hindrances to God that were binding the human spirit, and he was about the work loosing the binds, free of charge and for all who come. 
Now this is good news for us, and the church at its best is about continuing this hard work of love: loosing the binds and embracing the stranger free of charge and for all who come. But in order for us to do this we must begin by making a difficult and for most of us—myself included—a painful confession. As Americans, we are complicit in an economic system in which the divide between the haves and the have-nots is increasing exponentially. As a friend of mine who works on Wall Street said to me recently, in order to make money, you have to have money. The more you have, the more you make. Poverty in Fairfax County is not so much about homelessness; it’s about working two jobs and still not being able to afford a home. Someone from the Outreach Committee informed me that the minimum wage here—one of the wealthiest counties in the United States--is $5.15. If you worked 80 hours a week for 52 weeks, you would make just over $21,000 dollars a year. Having just moved here, I’m particularly sensitive that owning a home—the American dream--would be out of the question; renting would be nearly impossible, groceries would be sporadic, and health care also out of the question. Now all of us have our struggles, life is complicated and we feel sometimes like life is a grind, like we’re barely keeping our heads above water. But we have to realize—and this is the painful part for me--that if we have three meals a day and sleep in a heated building, we are among the highly privileged—we are the haves. And for most of us, we have more than enough, more than we need. 
It is the challenging truth, and God’s call to the church, that the only thing the Gospels are crystal clear about is giving good news to the poor, feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, welcoming the stranger. It’s a sad state of affairs that so much time, energy, and money—our great resources—go to other priorities that we won’t be asked about when we meet our Maker. 
Martin Luther, the Reformer from whom Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr, received his name, defined sin as the state of being completely self-enclosed, hermetically sealed, and in denial of God’s call to reach out beyond the self or the institution. 450 years later, Martin Luther King defined evil as silence in the face of another’s oppression. Both leaders knew the truth that if we are to follow Jesus the Christ we must take on the stress of traveling to unfamiliar and uncomfortable places where the lost can be found, the hungry fed, and the naked clothed. Perhaps this means joining the outreach committee her at HC and helping us discern the needs of the community around us; or perhaps it means rounding up the clothes you don’t use and giving them to Committee Helping Others’ clothes closet; or perhaps it means matching the money you’ll spend this year on Starbucks and making an offering to the nearby shelter. 

Jesus came to us while we were still far off to bring us home, and we must be about that hard, loving work for others. None of us is home until we are all home.

PAGE  
3

