Mark 7:24-37New International Version (NIV)
24 Jesus left that place and went to the vicinity of Tyre.  He entered a house and did not want anyone to know it; yet he could not keep his presence secret.25 In fact, as soon as she heard about him, a woman whose little daughter was possessed by an impure spirit came and fell at his feet. 26 The woman was a Greek, born in Syrian Phoenicia. She begged Jesus to drive the demon out of her daughter.
27 “First let the children eat all they want,” he told her, “for it is not right to take the children’s bread and toss it to the dogs.”
28 “Lord,” she replied, “even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.”
29 Then he told her, “For such a reply, you may go; the demon has left your daughter.”
30 She went home and found her child lying on the bed, and the demon gone.

James 2:1-17New International Version (NIV)
2 My brothers and sisters, believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ must not show favoritism. 2 Suppose a man comes into your meeting wearing a gold ring and fine clothes, and a poor man in filthy old clothes also comes in. 3 If you show special attention to the man wearing fine clothes and say, “Here’s a good seat for you,” but say to the poor man, “You stand there” or “Sit on the floor by my feet,” 4 have you not discriminated among yourselves and become judges with evil thoughts?
5 Listen, my dear brothers and sisters: Has not God chosen those who are poor in the eyes of the world to be rich in faith and to inherit the kingdom he promised those who love him? 6 But you have dishonored the poor. Is it not the rich who are exploiting you? Are they not the ones who are dragging you into court? 7 Are they not the ones who are blaspheming the noble name of him to whom you belong?
8 If you really keep the royal law found in Scripture, “Love your neighbor as yourself,” you are doing right. 9 But if you show favoritism, you sin and are convicted by the law as lawbreakers. 10 For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of it. 11 For he who said, “You shall not commit adultery,” also said, “You shall not murder.” If you do not commit adultery but do commit murder, you have become a lawbreaker.
12 Speak and act as those who are going to be judged by the law that gives freedom, 13 because judgment without mercy will be shown to anyone who has not been merciful. Mercy triumphs over judgment.
14 What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if someone claims to have faith but has no deeds? Can such faith save them? 15 Suppose a brother or a sister is without clothes and daily food. 16 If one of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm and well fed,” but does nothing about their physical needs, what good is it? 17 In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead.
“To Do in Faith”
The Rev. Lisa J. Durkee

September 8, 2024
Let us pray:  May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts be acceptable in your sight, O Lord, our strength and our redeemer.
In brief, one of the theological differences I have sometimes, with some of my brothers and sisters in faith, is a sense of the here and now, and the sense of a then and later.  I have a firm sense that God is continually breaking in and bringing God’s reign on earth.  It is why, in part, we pray for God’s will to be done on earth as it is in heaven.  And I do believe ion a life hereafter and a salvation that is gained for us through Jesus.  I also think we have some strong responsibility to act, to bring that about, now.  As is often the case on a Sunday morning when I reread what I have written, I am moved to share with you also the “morning meditation” that arrives thanks to the Rev. Galen Guengerich from All Souls UU Church in NYC.  Today he quotes Hanya Yanagihara from her novel, A Little Life, which was short-listed for a Booker Prize.  
“The only trick of friendship is to find people who are better than you are—not smarter, not cooler, but kinder, and more generous, and more forgiving—and then to appreciate them for what they can teach you, and to try to listen to them when they tell you something about yourself, no matter how bad—or good—it might be, and to trust them, which is the hardest thing of all. But the best, as well.”

~Hanya Yanagihara (Book: A Little Life)
As I say, I am never surprised when my morning meditation prompt dovetails with what I have already written for a Sunday morning.  Prompted as much by conversations with strangers as by morning meditations, I was struck earlier this week by a question I was posed.  Learning that I am a minister in the UCC, a woman got comfortable across from me at a yard sale, and asked whether she could ask me a question: “Why aren’t people talking in church about everything that is happening around the world that is so scary?”  I am afraid, she said—if not for me than for my kids and grandkids.

My initial reply was that I hope we do talk about things here in Blue Hill.  I immediately thought of the line from 1 John 4:18, which says “There is no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear, because fear has to do with punishment. The one who fears is not made perfect in love.” I  also thought of another favorite quotation I look to when I am myself wondering about decisions I have to make.  Katharine Butler Hathaway, who lived between 1890 and 1942, had this to say:  "I invented this rule for myself to be applied to every decision I might have to make in the future. I would sort out all the arguments and see which belonged to fear and which to creativeness, and other things being equal I would make the decision which had the larger number of creative reasons on its side. I think it must be a rule something like this that makes jonquils and crocuses come pushing through cold mud."

Unfortunately, I believe that much of the way we respond to what is going on in the world is through fear and not from our rootedness in love, or more particularly in our love of Christ who taught us to love—and to trust.  I have thought about this a lot this week, as we hear and see in the news so much that disturbs us.  We may with deep compassion mourn the loss of two boys’ lives and the lives of two teachers; we may with compassion mourn the loss of a sense of safety of all those injured and simply traumatized by the shootings this week in Winder, GA.  We may also identify with the fears of those who say that only criminals will own guns if we do more to safeguard against their continued proliferation.  I would caution us, though, to look closely at these fears, and see if they are compatible with the love into which we are called to live.  Are we more afraid of what attention to our position may elicit than we are committed to living our faith in Jesus Christ by loving as he has asked us to love?  
In hearing about bombings in Ukraine, in Russian, in Israel, in Gaza—around the world in places we don’t always hear about because it is not always interesting to the media to follow.  I pray, and I invite you to pray with me, for peace.  I also have been reminded again this week of the rhetoric around issues of immigration and our border.  So often, we hear false information about the crimes our new immigrants commit, and wide categorizing persons with darker skin than mine as somehow persons to fear.  Are we more afraid of what interaction with the so-called Other may bring, of the supposed violence that might ensue, or of the alternate systems of belief to which we may be introduced than we are committed to living our faith in Jesus Christ by loving as he has asked us to love?
14 What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if someone claims to have faith but has no deeds? Can such faith save them? 15 Suppose a brother or a sister is without clothes and daily food. 16 If one of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm and well fed,” but does nothing about their physical needs, what good is it? 17 In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead.

Our salvation will not be obtained through keeping our borders clear of those who would be fed and clothed, nor will the salvation of those in Europe who are concerned with the same issue.  Our salvation will not be obtained through making certain that we kill members of Hamas or of any purportedly faith-based or ideology founded extremist group.  Jesus tells us that we are not to play favorites, and we are not allowed to pick and choose whom we love.  We are to love, and we are to pray for those who persecute us.  Our salvation is not about protecting the bodies—the skin we are in.  Our salvation is about living in love with others, in one Body worldwide.  We can’t simply notice and talk sadly about someone who has no clothes or food.  We have to help to relieve their distress.  It’s that simple.  
Even Jesus—though perhaps wanting to distance himself from a woman who needed from Him, when he wanted only to take a break—even Jesus meets her needs.  It strikes me this morning that she is, in fact, a Syro-Phoenician woman—that is, a non-Jew, who lived in Syria when it was part of the Roman Empire.  Jesus hears in their conversation that the woman not only believes what he can do for her and her child, but also that she understands what James later reminds us.  We can’t play favorites, and we have to act on what we believe.  Yes, for our own salvation we need only believe in Jesus as our Lord.  What about the salvation of the entire world, though?  What might we do as well as say that professes our faith in a loving, healing Christ; a Christ who wants this loving and healing for every one of God’s beloved children?  

It is a lot easier for us to do what we believe to be right when we are supported by those whose opinion matters to us, and also by those who call the shots.  If you haven’t been listening to the words and watching the deeds of those who are hoping to win our vote for President come November, you have at least heard something of the nature of the conversations, and the content of their political platforms.  If you haven’t been on the playground to observe the rules of the kick ball game, or to hear how disputes are settled on the soccer field, you at least hear the tales of the aftermath from your children.  What are the beliefs, what are the ethics we live by; that we act into that reflect our faith in Jesus Christ?  We adults will vote for the political candidate we believe will allow us most easily to be supported in following Christ’s teachings; to feed the poor and to heal the sick; to clothe the naked and to house the homeless; to love our neighbors and pray for our enemies.  The children among us, we pray, will choose friends that support their ethical choices, as well—to comfort the sad, to help the weak against the powerful strong that might manipulate them.  When we do have choices, may we pray that they will conform to God’s will for us, as taught to us in Christ Jesus.  Then, may we have the strength to make our choices even when the public ethic that surrounds us counters what we know to be right.  It isn’t easy, but it is our call.  

We see glimpses of God’s realm on earth, and it is in the deeds with which we respond to our faith, not to our fears.  We see glimpses of God’s kin-dom on earth when we love all with the generosity born out of responsiveness to God’s loving us first.  We see our abundance and we want to share it.  We see God’s grace and mercy and we want to live it.  May we do so, emboldened by Christ, empowered by creative love.  Amen.  

