Romans 12:9-21, New Revised Standard Version
9 Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; 10 love one another with mutual affection; outdo one another in showing honor. 11 Do not lag in zeal, be ardent in spirit, serve the Lord. 12 Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, persevere in prayer. 13 Contribute to the needs of the saints; extend hospitality to strangers.
14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. 15 Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. 16 Live in harmony with one another; do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly; do not claim to be wiser than you are. 17 Do not repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought for what is noble in the sight of all. 18 If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. 19 Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is written, ‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.’ 20 No, ‘if your enemies are hungry, feed them; if they are thirsty, give them something to drink; for by doing this you will heap burning coals on their heads.’ 21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.

Matthew 16:21-28, New American Standard Bible version
21 From that time Jesus began to point out to His disciples that it was necessary for Him to go to Jerusalem and to suffer many things from the elders, chief priests, and scribes, and to be killed, and to be raised up on the third day. 22 And yet Peter took Him aside and began to rebuke Him, saying, “God forbid it, Lord! This shall never happen to You!” 23 But He turned and said to Peter, “Get behind Me, Satan! You are a stumbling block to Me; for you are not setting your mind on God’s purposes, but men’s.”
 24 Then Jesus said to His disciples, “If anyone wants to come after Me, he must deny himself, take up his cross, and follow Me. 25 For whoever wants to save his life will lose it; but whoever loses his life for My sake will find it. 26 For what good will it do a person if he gains the whole world, but forfeits his soul? Or what will a person give in exchange for his soul? 27 For the Son of Man is going to come in the glory of His Father with His angels, and will then repay every person according to his deeds. 28 “Truly I say to you, there are some of those who are standing here who will not taste death until they see the Son of Man coming in His kingdom.”
Here ends this morning’s lesson.  May God add a blessing to our understanding and our living out God’s word.  
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Let us pray:  May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts be acceptable in thy sight, O Lord, our rock and our redeemer.  Amen.

I wonder how many of you may be aware of the studies of The Baby Lab, or Infant Cognition Center at Yale University, which has spent decades trying to understand whether human beings are born knowing the difference between right and wrong, or whether this is something that must be taught.  Sitting on their parents’ laps, babies as young as 15 months old watch a puppet show from just a few feet away. In one, different colored and shaped blocks take different roles as one makes its way up a stylized mountain.  In one scene, a red circle clearly helps the frustrated blue triangle as it attempts its ascent.  In another a yellow square clearly thwarts the effort of the frustrated blue triangle, pushing it down as it nears the top.  Following the puppet show, the puppeteer offers to the baby a choice of the red circle or the yellow square.  In roughly 75% of cases, the baby chooses the “helpful” block.  In another puppet show, different stuffed animals play the roles.  One cute bear is trying to open a box with a toy in it.  In one scene, another cute bear helps him to open the box.  In another, an equally cute bear jumps on the top to close it as the first bear tries to open it.  Again, in roughly 75% of cases, when offered one of those stuffed animals, the baby chooses the helpful bear.  At even as young as three months, when they aren’t capable of reaching out to take something, the baby will look longer at the “nice” one. Over 75% choose the nice one!  The tests ARE randomized for color and shape throughout the study.

Babies—humans—are born with empathy, with a moral compass.  So, what happens?  Do we come from God, with goodness at our core, and are we then somehow sullied by “things that are for humanity’s purposes,” which are not so clearly moral or so clearly right?

We are taught by a variety of individuals, placed in roles for that purpose, and also because it is sometimes the loudest or most persistent voice that we hear.  What do we do with all that information, so that we might best lean into our identity as followers of Jesus, the Christ?  The character Lieutenant Joe Cable in the musical South Pacific sings “You’ve got to be carefully taught” . . . “to hate and fear, from year to year, it’s got to be drummed in your dear little ear.”  I’m sure you know the voices in our era that are teaching us to fear and to hate.  How do we find the messages, the voices that teach us to love, to know empathy, to make peace, to encourage generosity?  Sometimes, we really seem to need instructions, don’t we?  We may know ourselves to be, at root, good people, but I’m guessing I am not alone in recognizing the ways that I slip away from total empathy sometimes.  I can lean toward judgement when I know another’s faults or irritating behavior, and I want to know how to move toward greater kindness.  It’s part of why I am here.  Can I get an Amen?  
On August 28th of 1963, before I was even born, The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. gave what has come to be known as his “I Have a Dream” speech, just this week, over 60 years ago.  I’d warrant most of us have an overall sense that what he preached was good.  It reminded us of basic lessons of goodness, like unity, equality, compassion, and justice.  These are the lessons I would call moral traits that God has placed in us from birth.  Children know it.  Unfortunately, we as often see humanity railing at goodness, leaning into fear, into a mindset of scarcity that causes us to harm one another in myriad ways.  How in the world are we supposed to do the right thing, to sort through messages from various quarters in order to do the right thing?

Jesus uses language that separates the way we live in the world as setting our minds on either God’s purposes or humanity’s.  We may see this as very sharply contrasting one to the other, and I imagine many of us here are pretty certain we know the difference and also that our own actions fall most clearly with the right, with the good.  We can trust our own inclinations, can’t we?   . . . I imagine that we also might hesitate before pronouncing that we always do what is good, and thankfully we know a loving, forgiving God—and we know that God says that we are made in God’s own image.  We are capable of goodness!  Still, too often, we choose what Jesus even reminds Peter can be the work of the devil.  “Get behind me, Satan,” when my purposes get in the way of God’s.

I first thought of the title for today’s sermon a couple of weeks ago when I transported a new-to-me kayak in a truck I had borrowed from my girls’ dad.  The owner was helping me to put it in the back of the pickup truck, and was certain that he knew the right way to do so.  I disagreed, gently, at various moments in the process of hefting and tying, but he wouldn’t have any of my ideas.  The short version of this story is that I twice had to stop on the long drive home so that the kayak and its rack didn’t fall completely off the faulty placement.  It was far more difficult alone and in the dark than in the light with four hands.  As I breathed through my frustration, I thought about the way I also can sometimes forget to listen and to weigh different voices, not only about issues of spatial reasoning, of physics, but also about issues of morality.  God has made us with an inclination toward kindness, but sometimes we listen quite acutely to voices of cruelty and to selfishness.  What are we to do?  “How does it profit a man to gain the world but to lose his or her life?”

When all else fails, read the directions that we learn from scripture.  Surely, the humans who scripted the Bible had their failings, but we have learned to listen to Jesus’ words in order to know how best to love one another.  Likewise, for all his human faults, the Apostle Paul and his school often wrote in ways that illuminate for us how we are to live according to Jesus’ example of love, an example that is unconditional, that is Grace. To live in this way will be difficult.  Jesus even calls it taking up the cross: ““If anyone wants to come after [Him], he must deny himself, take up his cross, and follow [Him]. 25 For whoever wants to save his life will lose it; but whoever loses his life for [Christ’s] sake will find it.”  To love unconditionally is so very difficult . . .

Let’s remember together the good advice Paul have the Romans who were struggling to lean into the compassionate people God had made them to be. “9 Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good {I want to add an editorial comment here:  don’t hate  who is evil; hate the act.};10 love one another with mutual affection; outdo one another in showing honor. 11 Do not lag in zeal, be ardent in spirit, serve the Lord. 12 Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, persevere in prayer. 13 Contribute to the needs of the saints; extend hospitality to strangers.
14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. 15 Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. 16 Live in harmony with one another; do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly; do not claim to be wiser than you are. 17 Do not repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought for what is noble in the sight of all. 18 If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. 19 Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God . . .  20 No, ‘if your enemies are hungry, feed them; if they are thirsty, give them something to drink; for by doing this you will heap burning coals on their heads.’ [We can talk about that another time, really.] 21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.”

We have the instructions.  We have God’s purposes in our hearts from birth.  Together may we choose the often difficult path of loving our enemies so that our corner of the world might more closely resemble God’s kin-dom.  Amen.
