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John 1:29-42

Dear God, Help us to realize that although we have all come on different ships, we’re in the same boat now. Open us to see that we are all your children and remind us to extend our hospitality to those in need. When in our humanness we neglect the ministries of love, peace , and justice, impel us to be instruments of your reconciliation and peace. Help us to work to alleviate the circumstances that cause the oppressive conditions in our world.

In Jesus’ powerful name we pray, Amen.

“Tucson on My Mind”

On January 3 a little known organization called the Civility Project folded.  Have any of you heard of the Civility Project?  That’s what I guessed . . .

The Civility Project was started in January 2009 with the mission of promoting civility in politics.  Its founder was Mark DeMoss, a Republican who, its worth noting for the purpose of this sermon, is a prominent evangelical Christian who was an aide of Jerry Falwell’s.  

DeMoss partnered with Lanny Davis, a Jewish Democrat, because together they were alarmed at what they saw as the increasingly vicious tone in American politics.  DeMoss and Davis sent out 585 letters to every sitting governor and member of Congress asking them to sign a pledge, a pledge to do 3 things:

1. I will be civil in my public discourse and behavior.

2. I will be respectful of others whether or not I agree with them.

3. I will stand against incivility when I see it.

Do you know how many people signed the pledge?  Three.  

Demoss said he was shocked at the level of incivility he heard from people who were unwilling to sign the civility pledge.  Some called it communist.  

Christians have a name for the Civility pledge; it’s called the Golden Rule.  Jesus said the greatest commandment is to: love the Lord your God with all your soul and a second is like . . .to love your neighbor as yourself.

Eight days after the Tucson tragedy, I wonder how long the President’s call for civility will last.  I wonder if things will change for the long-term, or if we’ll see the vicious attacks slowly creep back into our national conscience. In 2012, will we see negative political ads run on the airwaves?  I’d like to think things will get better.  But already, a request from some lawmakers that Republicans and Democrats sit side-by-side during the State of the Union is being met with a cold shoulder.   

A group of clergy from Arizona, who represent many different faith groups, is calling on congress to unite and work towards more civility.  In a letter to congress they said, "In our churches, mosques and synagogues, we come together not as members of a certain political ideology or party, but as children of God and citizens called to build a more perfect union," the letter said. "We pray that you do the same."

In an op-ed piece in Friday’s New York Times, David Brooks wrote that he doesn’t think the call for civility will last very long because, and I quote, “people have lost a sense of their own sinfulness.”  

Now that was a phrase that caught my attention because sin is a church word.  I read and re-read a few times what he wrote, trying to digest it all and make sense of it.  

Basically, what Brooks was saying is that those who are civil, know that they don’t always get it right; that sometimes we fail; sometimes we’re wrong; sometimes we make mistakes; sometimes we do all those things that we confess here on Sunday mornings.  

But Brooks takes his argument a step further and says that people who are civil not only recognize all of these flaws in themselves, but they’re willing to sit down with people and talk to people with whom they disagree because they know they have something to learn from others.  And then he closes with a quote from Reinhold Niebuhr, one of the most influential theologians of the 20th century, who wrote this:

Nothing that is worth doing can be achieved in our lifetimes; therefore, we must be saved by hope.  Nothing we do, however virtuous, can be accomplished alone; therefore we are saved by love.  No virtuous act is quite as virtuous from the standpoint of our friend or foe as it is from our standpoint.  Therefore, we must be saved by the final form of love, which is forgiveness.”

As Christians, we know-or at least we should know-that we don’t always get it right, therefore we need forgiveness.  And we know, or at least we should know, that we need the help of other people to accomplish what Jesus set about doing in his lifetime, and that is to build God’s kingdom here, a kingdom of love, mutuality, inclusiveness, justice and peace.  

In today’s reading from John, Jesus called his first disciples to help him build that kingdom because even Jesus knew he couldn’t do it alone.  That he would need help.  That he would need the support of other people.

But what’s really fascinating about this story, is that Jesus-as far as we can tell-doesn’t know anything about the disciples.  Doesn’t know who they are, what they do, or what they believe.  He doesn’t know whether they agree with him on certain theological matters, doesn’t know what they think about certain moral issues, and apparently, he doesn’t care; because as far as we know, he never asks them.  Jesus doesn’t provide them any litmus test for following him.

Jesus never asked for a statement of theological principles, never asked if they agreed him. In the beginning it was, “Come and see.”

It was years—centuries even—before his friends worked out the theology, the Christology, the ecclesiology, the ethical systems and all the rest of it, the paraphernalia of institutional Christianity. In the beginning it was “come and see,” and they slowly came to understand what it meant to be a disciple-a person of civility.

And it starts out so simply.  Jesus is just walking along, notices that two men are following him, and asks them, “Hey, what are you looking for?”  They address him as Rabbi,, ask where he is staying, and Jesus replies, “Come and see.”  And they do; the story tells us that they remain with him throughout the day.  Since John notes that it was 4:00 in the afternoon when all this came to pass, we can safely assume that they had plenty of time to talk and learn from Jesus.  
They talked, they learned, and in the midst of it all they were transformed, so much so that Simon changed his name. 

The very root word of discipleship means to learn.  A disciple is a pupil, a learner, a student-and someone who is eager to learn more.  A disciple is someone who engages in civil conversations and who recognizes that there is something to be learned from those with whom you disagree.   You know, being a disciple is an exercise in civility; because disciples don’t have everything figured out; disciples don’t have all the answers to every theological question. And that’s OK.  We can leave the certainty up to God. 

It is such a simple act to sit and talk with people that we take it for granted.  We take it for granted that sometimes out of conversations with other people we learn valuable lessons, some of which change our minds on certain matters.  

Tonight, across the country, such conversations will take place in memory and in honor of Martin Luther King, Jr.  Carl Lewis, 9 time Olympic God medalist, wrote about the initiative in the Huffington Post.  Called “America’s Sunday Supper”, the idea is that conversations can bring about awareness, and awareness brings about change.

Lewis wrote that when he was a youth, his family actually gathered around the dinner table, and at the table they would talk about the issues of the day.  Race was a big topic at the table given the times in which they lived.  And during those conversations he learned the subtle nuances of history that he didn’t learn in his school books; he learned of the intense feelings people had about the issue of civil rights.

“To my parents,” Lewis wrote,  “Martin Luther King was not some faraway figure on the page of a newspaper or the screen of a television. He was someone they had known. They had marched with him in the streets of Alabama when I was just a baby, and King had even baptized my two older brothers.
Most of what I have learned about the history of the civil rights movement has come from books and television. But the feelings of people who actually experienced the bus boycotts, the fire hoses being turned on them, the senseless beatings and killings -- those are the intense feelings I picked up from my parents at a very young age.”  

The hope of the Sunday Supper initiative is that out of conversations, solutions will arise to the deep divisions that plague us.  As Dr. King himself said, “We must work unceasingly to uplift this nation that we love to a higher destinty, to a higher platuea of compasison, to a more noble expression of humaness.

And thousands of years before that Jesus said, “Come and see,”.  And the people came, they saw.  They conversed, they talked, they learned, they were transformed.  

Come and see, Jesus said.  It is so simple and yet so profound.

Come and see.

And in so doing, they listened and learned, sometimes they disagreed with their teacher Jesus, the rabbi, the Messiah.  But by so doing, they learned what it meant to follow.

We all have something to learn-all of us.  No matter how much we know about being a disciple of Christ, we have something new to learn.  No matter how long we’ve been at it, we have something to learn.  No matter how much education we have, we still have something to learn. We may not like the lesson; we may not even like the teacher; but we still have something to learn.  Recognizing this will bring about civility.

Come and see, Jesus says.  Come and see

Amen.
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