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"Seeking God's Mercy"
Jeremiah 4:11-12, 22-28 & Luke 15:1-10

I grew up in the church.  It was from out of those early years that I would tell you that the foundation was laid for a commitment I would eventually make to enter the Christian ministry.  Over the course of those years I have found myself both comforted and challenged by the faith we share in Jesus Christ.

I learned growing up in the church that Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever;  that is to say that the message of God's love is unchanging.  The challenge we face is knowing that our journey through life is based on changes and the growth we must each undergo as we count the cost of our discipleship.


What I want to share with you today will be difficult.  So I would ask that you receive my words as a statement of my own faith.


I want to begin by telling you about a 12 year old boy in Houston, Texas named Cody.  Last week we were asked to keep Cody in our prayers.  At the time that we received the email in our office from his Aunt Mary Jane we were told that Cody had seen his father shoot and kill his mother.


After fleeing to the neighbor's home next door for help, Cody learned that while he was away his father committed suicide.  The call from his aunt was for wisdom as the families of both of Cody's parents met to determine what would be best for his future.


Cody had already indicated that he wanted to live with his Aunt Sally and her husband in Portland, Oregon.  Late in the week we received another email indicating that everyone had agreed that that would best for Cody.


We also learned that two separate funeral services were held last week, one on Tuesday, the other on Wednesday.  There were meetings with a attorney of family law and discussions with others from Social Services to decide on the disposal of the house, car, and other possessions.  


Arrangements were made for Cody to undergo some counseling while still in Houston.  In the meantime plans were being made in Portland for him to be registered at a local middle school as well as bedroom changes at the home of his aunt and uncle.  It's not clear yet what the lasting impact will be of the tragedy that Cody witnessed but what is clear is that despite the sadness and violence, Mary Jane said in her email, "I have been witness to so much faithfulness, goodness, and love."


Not long ago I shared with you that someone much wiser than I had observed that when one person dies, it is a tragedy.  When many, many more die – whether by famine or drought, natural disaster or disease, or domestic violence or the violence of war - they become a statistic.  The circumstances surrounding the death of Cody's mother and father is a tragedy and if there is any lesson to be learned from such a tragedy it is the realization that many others die every day; that their stories will go untold; that there is often no one to lend a hand.


In our reading from The Gospel According to Luke last Sunday, we are told that Jesus turned to large crowds that were traveling with him one day to offer them words of warning.  Concerned that they seemed eager to follow him, he cautioned them to consider the cost of what it meant to follow him.

"What king," he asked them, "will not sit down first and consider whether he is able with ten thousand to oppose the one who comes against him with twenty thousand?  If he cannot, then, while the other is still far away, he sends a delegation and asks for the terms of peace."  (Luke 14:31-32)

What I want to share with you this morning is difficult because it is about the war in Iraq.  What makes last week’s reading from The Gospel According to Luke significant for me is knowing that after almost five years of war, we seem to be reluctant to count its cost. 


At first it may seem that our reading from The Gospel According to Luke this week has little to do with the ways of war and peace.  After all Jesus seems concerned more  about the one lost sheep or the one lost coin then he is about a flock of sheep or a purse filled with coins.  But I would venture to say that whether it is the one sheep or the one coin or a flock of sheep or a purse filled with coins, the sense of any loss is profound.


In our journey through life we may lose our way as individuals, but it is also true that we sometimes lose our way as the church, sometimes as a community, sometimes as a nation.   The cost of the war cannot be measured only in dollars.  We are losing much more than our purse of coins.


Our reading from The Book of Jeremiah is especially troubling in light of our own situation today.  Jeremiah’s announcement of judgment on Judah and Jerusalem turned out to be correct.  They were destroyed by their enemies.  Jeremiah offers harsh words of his own people calling them foolish and stupid, without understanding and skills to do any good (Jeremiah 4:22).  We can only imagine that the people took great offense to Jeremiah’s indictment.  


Yet we know that Jeremiah offers us lessons about our own inability to hear the voices of prophets among us today.  On the one hand we are warned to be aware of our own foolishness and stupidity lest it lead to disaster.   And on the other hand in hearing Jeremiah’s indictment of the ancient people of Judah and Jerusalem, we may find ways to acknowledge our own sins, and yes, even our own failure to be the people of God.

As you entered our time of worship this morning you were given a blue insert.  The insert includes "A Pastoral Letter on the Iraq War from the Collegium of Officers – United Church of Christ," June 22, 2007.  The letter was endorsed by all of the Conference Ministers and Presidents of Seminaries of the United Church of Christ at the 26th General Synod that was held in Hartford, Connecticut in June and calls for an end to the war. 

Those of you who are familiar with the United Church of Christ know that the General Synod does not speak for any of our churches, but they do speak to us.  It is in that spirit that the letter was written.


In a moment I am going to read the letter to you but before I do I want to share a few thoughts with you.  The names of those listed on the letter and the list of other names that you will find on the United Church of Christ web site will be familiar to some of you.


Many are brothers and sisters in Christ whom I've known over the years.  They are dear friends with whom I have worked through the various ministries of the church.  


The Rev. John H. Thomas, President of the church, is someone that I first met many years ago in our work on Christian Education and Worship. Kahu Thomas was then on the staff for Ecumenical Ministries, working closely with other Christian denominations and communions.  When the national meeting of the United Church of Christ was held in Oakland, California I was invited to serve as the Co-Chairperson for worship and worked closely with him.  


The Rev. José Malayang I have also known for many years.  His work in Local Church Ministry and Evangelism has brought him to Hawaiÿi on several occasions and I've had an opportunity to see him on those visits.

The Rev. Cally Rogers-Witte and I served at one time as members of what was then known as the United Church Board for World Ministries.  We were also involved in national ecumenical work of the church over thirty years ago. 


Their names are among the five names of the Collegium of Officers of the church that issued the pastoral letter, a letter that has been endorsed by all 39 Conference ministers and the Presidents of all of the Seminaries of the United Church of Christ.  The letter calls on the church to "join protest to prayer" in an effort to end the war in Iraq.  

This coming Tuesday, September 18, 2007 will be observed by the United Nations as International Peace Day.  In a global sense the call to end the war is really a call to peace.  Petitions for those of you who may wish to participate in the "protest to prayer" are available at the Greeter's Table.  

In the weeks following World Communion Sunday on October 6 the signatures will be presented to the leadership of the United States Congress and members of the Administration in Washington D.C.


The letter reads as follows:

“The war in Iraq is not in its fifth year.  Justified as a means to end oppression, this war has imposed the new oppression of terror on the people of Iraq.  Justified as the only way to protect the world from weapons of mass destruction, this war has led to the massive destruction of communal life in Iraq.  Justified as a means to end the rule of terror, this war has bred more terror.  Every day we look for justice, but all we see is bloodshed.  Every day we yearn for righteousness, but all we hear is a cry.


Thousands of precious American lives have been lost; thousands more have been altered forever by profound injuries.  We grieve each loss and embrace bereaved families with our prayers and compassion.  Tens of thousands more innocent Iraqi lives  are daily being offered on the altar of preemptive war and sectarian violence.  They too, are precious, and we weep for them.


In our name human rights have been violated, abuse and torture sanctioned, civil liberties dismantled, Iraqi infrastructure and lives destroyed.  Billions of dollars have been diverted from education, health care, and the needs of the poor in this land and around the world.  Efforts to restrain the real sources of global terrorism have been ignored or subverted.  Trust and respect for the United States throughout the world has been traded for self-serving political gain.  Every day we look for justice, but all we see is bloodshed.  Every day we yearn for righteousness, but all we hear is a cry.


We confess that too often the church has been little more than a silent witness to evil deeds.  We have prayed without protest.  We have recoiled from the horror this war has unleashed without resisting the arrogance and folly at its heart.  We have been more afraid of conflict in our churches than outraged over the deceptions that have killed thousands.  We have confused patriotism with self-interest.  As citizens of thi land we have been made complicit in the bloodshed and the cries.  Lord, have mercy upon us.


In the midst of our lament we give thanks – for pastors and laity who have raised courageous voices against the violence and the deceit, for military personnel who have served with honor and integrity, for chaplains who have cared for soldiers and their families with compassion and courage, for veterans whose experience has led them to say, ‘no more,’ for humanitarian groups, including the Middle East Council of Churches, who have cared for the victims of violence and the growing tide of refugees, for the fragile Christian community in Iraq that continues to bear witness to the Gospel under intense pressure and fear, for public officials who have challenged this war  risking reputation and career.  The Gospel witness has not been completely silenced, and for this we are grateful.

Today we call for an end to this war, an end to our reliance on violence as the first, rather than the last resort, an end to the arrogant unilateralism of preemptive war.  Today we call for the humility and courage to acknowledge failure and error, to accept the futility of our current path, and we cry out for the creativity to seek new paths of peacemaking in the Middle East, through regional engagement and true multinational policing.  Today we call for acknowledgement of our responsibility for the destruction caused by sanctions and war, thereby, we pray, beginning to rebuild trust in the Middle East and around the world.  Today we call for repentance of our nation and for the recognition in our churches that security is found in submitting to Christ, not by dominating others.


To this end may we join protest to prayer, support ministries of compassion for victims here and in the Middle East, cast off the fear that has made us accept the way of violence and return again to the way of Jesus.  Thus may bloodshed end and cries be transformed to the harmonies of justice and the melodies of peace.  For this we yearn, for this we pray, and toward this end we rededicate ourselves as children of the loving God who gives ‘light to those who sit in darkness and the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace.'"

May peace come to the lives of the children of Iraq and to the life of a boy named Cody.

Amen.
PAGE  
7

