Sermon for Fourteenth Sunday of Pentecost, September 6. 2009

Proverbs 22:1-2,8-9,22-23;Pslam 125, James 2:1-17, Mark 7:24-37

The Rev. Dr. Seamus P. Doyle

You Reap what you Sow

Whoever sows injustice will reap calamity. Some twenty-five hundred years ago this was written and it may very well have been a statement in circulation long before it was put into writing. And now we read it, it still makes sense, but we go on sowing injustice.

         The psalmist says,  As for those who turn aside to crooked ways, the Lord will lead them away with the evildoers; but peace be upon Israel. We would like to believe that the wicked suffer, and yet, when we look around us it seems that the wicked are just as well off, if not better off, than those who work for justice. 

             Jesus was committed to justice for all and treating everyone with respect and fairness. It did not matter to him if they were Jew or Gentile, committed to one God, Yahweh, or worshipped many Gods. He healed their children, given them back their voice and hearing.  His compassion for those in need; his speaking up for those who had no voice, did not save him from being crucified.

             Some thirty years after the death of Jesus, James reminds his listeners that, if a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, and one of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill,” and yet you do not supply their bodily needs, what is the good of that? So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.”   

                  
Repeatedly we are reminded of the words of the Prophet Micah, Do justice and walk humbly with your God. It is possible that many of you who are hearing these words read today are saying to yourselves, “But we can’t help everyone. Didn’t Jesus say, The poor you will always have with you.” How do we reconcile these two concepts. How do we live in an unjust world while working for justice?

            We can wring our hands and say that there’s nothing we can do. Or, like cleaning a room that is packed full of stuff, we begin by taking out one thing at a time. Jesus did not cure every ailment or disease in Israel. He did not make everyone who was deaf or had a speech impediment be able to hear and speak. He did not go into the valleys and cure all the lepers. We can assume that he was invited to more than one wedding but we 
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only read about him changing water into wine at one of them. It is reasonable to believe that he cured more than we read about in the Gospel stories but we have to keep in mind that he made it clear after he cured Simon Peter’s mother –in-law that he was called to preach the Good News.

               Jesus also told his disciples Greater things than these shall you do. Today  we have great advances in medicine; in agriculture; in crop production; in travel.  Today Jesus could travel from Capernaum to Tyre in a couple of hours instead of taking a few days. And yet, for all our advances in technology we continue to have poverty, famine, disease just as in the time of Jesus.


             But as proverbs says, the rich and the poor have this in common, The Lord is the maker of them all.  More than ever, we are all in this world together and, more than ever, what we do in one place affects each and every one of us.


The first question we have to answer for ourselves is this, “What is my attitude toward those who differ from me?” There was a story told recently of a young man who came to this country from one of the poorest countries in Africa. Sadly, instead of finding work and all the blessings of coming to America, he found himself sleeping in a cardboard box in New York. Some time passed and he got a job delivering groceries to a church where he was befriended by a nun. In her compassion for him she found a couple who had a spare room in their apartment and they took him in. He stayed with them seven years. Today he is a graduate of Harvard medical school and is running his own clinic back in his home country. The nun and the couple took seriously the proverb Do not rob the poor because they are poor, or crush the afflicted at the gate.  The couple not only opened their home to a homeless man from a foreign country, who did not speak their language but they also assisted in opening doors to a dream that was almost dead within him. 

           Not every homeless person is going to graduate from Harvard, or any other college. However, if we follow the saying, “one person at a time” we can make a difference.  There is a saying, “ Feed a person a fish and you feed them a meal. Teach them to fish and you feed them for a lifetime.” This is the mindset that we must have with 
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us in the world around us. More often than not we are geared to helping people, feeding them a fish while we keep them enslaved to a system where they have to come to us to for assistance. We need to change that image to teaching them to fish and that is where respect for the other enters the picture. We may have to purchase the rod, the reel, the bait and then hang in there until they know how to fish for themselves. The point is that it takes longer to teach a person to fish than to feed them. 

                 James challenges us to think about how we treat others and the manner in which we make distinctions between those whom we consider well dressed and those we consider poorly dressed. A minister recently told the story of a woman who dressed up in rags, attended church, went from one pew to the next until she finally sat beside the minister at the Altar. The minister used her cell phone to call the police as she thought the woman had escaped from a nearby nursing home. A few years later the same woman, dressed differently, in a different church of the denomination, repeated her action with the same results. What is sad is that it was the same minister who repeated her actions of a few years earlier and, again, called the police. 

            Diane Rheims, an NPR talkshow host, who is an Episcopalian, reported one day that a Black man entered their all white church and walked almost all the way to the front. Ms. Rheims acknowledged that the man appeared to be confused. Be that as it may, a woman a couple of pews in front of Ms. Rheims, got up, went to the man, took him by his arm, sat him beside her and helped him with the service book. Ms.Rheims said she hoped it would not be the last time the man would attend their church.
             Here are two very different responses to a similar situation. One person wrongly judged the other to be crazy and called the police. The other person, made no judgment, but took the initiative and invited the person to be part of the service. In church and in a public manner one sowed the seeds of injustice while the other sowed the seeds of justice. One preached that the rich and the poor have this in common that the Lord is maker of them all. The other made it a living sacrament by her witness in the way she treated the stranger.
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James goes on to say, You shall do well if you really fulfill the royal law according to scripture ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  This summary of the commandments was given by the great Jewish Rabbi, Hillel and also by Jesus. Love your 

neighbor as yourself. In other words, treat others as you would like to be treated.  As James concludes  If a brother or sister is naked  and lacks daily food, and one of you says 

to them, “Go in peace, keep warm and eat your fill,” and yet you do not supply their bodily needs, what is the good of that? So faith by itself, it if it has no works, is dead.
Jesus put it another way when he said: a cup of water given in my name shall not go unrewarded.
                We take our lead in how we treat the stranger from Jesus. He went into Gentile territory for rest and relaxation. A need was brought to him and he took care of it. On his journey home, while still in Gentile territory, another need was brought to him and, again, he took care of it. He made no distinctions between Jew and Gentile; Pagan and Jew. We know nothing about the socioeconomic status of the people he helped. His concept of being a neighbor was clear in how he lived his life. He made it clear that his mission was to preach the Good News and he preached it by word and example.                   


Mark ends this story by stating that the people believed he did everything well, the deaf to hear and the mute to speak. We too can help the deaf to hear. By our behavior we can help someone who has been deaf to the word of God to finally hear it and understand that God loves them and is calling them to be more than they realized. By our behavior, in our compassion, we can call the mute to speak and tell the wonderful things God has done for them. We too need to be open to hearing God call us to do that which we may not wish to do. We need to be open to speaking up and telling others what God has done for us even if we feel embarrassed by it.


A good name is to be chosen rather than riches. It is more important in our spiritual life that we seek to do the will of God rather than what it is we want to do. It is better to be poor and have a good name than be financially independent and be indifferent to the needs of others. 
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Rich or poor we choose our good name in how we choose to live our calling to be imitators of Jesus, to be his followers, to be mirrors of God’s love for the world and all who live in it.  Those who trust in the Lord are like Mount Zion, which cannot be moved but stands fast for ever. Amen.
