4

September 6, 2020 – Pentecost XIV
Collect, Romans 13:8-14, Matt. 18:15-20
Whenever I hear the collect for this particular Sunday, with its opening words, “Stir up…”, my mind wants to complete the sentence with the word “trouble”. Maybe it’s the same reaction for some of you, maybe you instinctively add a different word.  Certainly, in these troubled times the words that come to mind are Uncertainty, Unrest, Protest – but also Compassion, Caring, Support. Whatever the word we choose, the idea that anything or anyone should stir us up clearly indicates that we have to do something.
But the collect is a prayer that God will stir up the wills of his faithful people – that’s us, friends!  Stir up to do what, though?  I think Paul’s letter to the Romans gives us the most clues, and the Gospel gives us a few as well.

Paul’s letter to the Romans, like many of his letters to young churches, was addressed to a group of Christians who genuinely believed that Christ would return to this earth in their lifetimes, so that a lot of them felt there was no point in doing much since everything was so short-term.  Paul tried his best to bounce them out of this complacency, and the message he sent them back then is every bit as relevant for us today.

Paul begins in the section we read this morning by telling them that they should owe nobody anything except what is due under the claim of Christian love. He points out to them that all the commandments they held from the Torah about not killing, or committing adultery, or stealing, could actually all be collapsed into the one rule, to love our neighbour as ourselves.  Clearly if we love someone we are not about to do any of those objectionable things to them!

But the true reality check comes in verse 11, where Paul tells them it’s time to wake up, because deliverance is nearer than ever – still as far as we know not right around the corner, but still nearer than it has ever been.  Paul encourages the Roman Christians to throw off the deeds of darkness and put on armour as soldiers of the light – the light of the Christian Gospel.  That armour, he tells them, is the new beings they have become in Christ Jesus.

The message is that Christians need to have a different sense of time, to be always prepared for that second coming, not knowing – any more than anyone else does – when it will happen (and never mind those prophets of Doom who used to walk Yonge Street proclaiming that the world would end in a few days) but most assuredly knowing what it means.  In the interim, there will always be struggles – divine will versus human ways, good versus evil, dark versus light, knowledge versus misinformation (not to mention intentional DISinformation).  But as Paul reminds them, the darkness is not as dark as it was because Christ Jesus has come into the world. While his presence has not yet swept away all the darkness it has certainly diminished it. And we see that light in how people and churches have responded to the current pandemic.
In our Gospel reading, Jesus encourages us to stir up each other as well, to try to resolve differences and issues, first of all one on one, then with a few others and finally if needs must with the faith community.  We know that when we are hurt the first instinct is to draw off and lick our wounds.  But Jesus is saying there is no place for pity parties, we can’t always avoid being the victim of another’s conduct but we can avoid the victim mentality. The offended party is (or should be) the one to make the first move and try to bring about reconciliation.  Jesus states very clearly that whenever two or three are gathered in his name (or to do his will), he is there with them.  This instruction to take two or three others along if necessary stems from the legal codes of the day, where the voice of one witness was not considered sufficient; a case needed at least two independent witnesses with the same testimony. This is not just a question of individual rights, important as they are, but also a question of community rights, rights that may in some cases trump individual rights.  And we have all seen in recent months just how much that concept upsets some people! Jesus is stirring us up to take action and not just stew over hurts and insults so that they eat into our very being and ultimately make us less able to do God’s will ourselves because of the baggage we carry.
Emotions certainly have a large role in religion and faith, and we know from our over-advertised world that emotions can manipulate and be manipulated.  But religion is also a question of will – our will to conform to God’s will.  The catch is that it may not always be all that attractive, and certainly not easy, to live as Christians in our world.  Our emotions are quite easily stirred up, but our wills – well, not so much.  As Christians, our commitment of will and feelings shows in our involvement with others, and gives meaning and purpose to our lives.

I would end with a quote from my pet theological classic, C.S. Lewis’ Screwtape Letters; the “patient” (as he calls him) is going through a dry spell and finding it hard to be Christian.  Screwtape reminds the junior tempter: “Our cause is never more in danger than when a human, no longer desiring but still intending to do the Enemy’s will, looks round at a world from which every sign of him seems to have vanished, asks why he has been abandoned – and still obeys.”

Yes, our world may often appear as if God’s fingerprints have been wiped away, but in fact they go very deep and cannot be removed by anything any human being can do – and Christians are called to remind the world of the enduring presence of those fingerprints by their obedience to the Will of God and their living according to his commands.
