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“Telling the Story”
Ephesians 3:14-21 & John 6:1-21

His name is Michael Goodwin.  I know nothing about him except that he is a columnist for The New York Daily News.  Just last week his column appear in the “Opinion” section of The Maui News - “Hezbollah starts a fight, so its time to teach terror a lesson” (A8, Wednesday, July 26, 2006).

Goodwin begins his article by writing:  “The scenes are heartbreaking.  Mangled civilians, wailing children, and wholesale destruction fills the landscape.  Lebanon is being shredded by the whirlwind of Israeli bombs.”


“Yet now is not the time to stop this brutal war.”  He goes on to say, “peace is not always the best answer.  Like a schoolyard bully who deserves a thorough butt-kicking, Hezbollah needs to be taught a lesson.  It can either learn to live in peace, or it can die.”


“War is war.”  (Op. cit.)

Goodwin insists that we must recognize a fundamental reality about terrorists – restraint and compromise – are not options.  He writes, “They want to destroy Israel and then America and Europe and Christians and . . .”  (Op. cit.) The Israelis deserve our support, he insists, because they are fighting not only for their own survival but they are also fighting for our survival.  


And if we think we can talk to Islamic terrorists Goodwin raises a rhetorical question:  “Is there something we can say or do that will entice them to rejoin the human race?”  We are assuming of course that the heartbreaking scenes of mangled civilians, wailing children, and wholesale destruction filling the landscape of Lebanon are not to be questioned.  


So what if women and children die.  That is the price of freedom, that is the price of democracy.  We are not the ones at fault for the civilian deaths in Lebanon even if we are, as Americans, selling our weapons to Israel.  It is the fault of the Iranians who are selling their weapons to Hezbollah.  Although we seem to be speaking in less and less in a civil manner, our leaders tell us if only Syria would get Hezbollah to stop the “stuff” that’s happening, all of the killing would stop.

We are living in very difficult and troubled times.  We know that fear is what blinds us from seeing ourselves as culpable for the terror we insist is being perpetrated only by others.  We are not the ones at fault.  We are civilized.  We are not the ones in darkness.  We are the ones who live in the light of freedom and democracy.  We are not capable of such atrocities.  

We are human beings.  They are not.  And since they are not human beings, they deserve to die.  They deserve to die because they are not willing, as Goodwin argues, to rejoin the human race to which we belong.  Mangled civilians, wailing children, and wholesale destruction of the landscape?  Better now than later.  Better there than here.  

Such is the way of our world.  We are quick to express our opinions and take our positions.  There is no need for dialogue.  We do not need to talk with one another, especially our enemies.  

But what is the way of our faith?  When we consider the prayer that the Apostle Paul offers for those who were in the church in Ephesus around 180 CE, what does it say about our starting point for all we say and do in our lives? 


Is our faith to be grounded in fear?  No.  Paul tells us that it is to be rooted and grounded in love.  (Ephesians 3:17)  Paul offers a prayer in which he calls upon God to give strength through the power of the Spirit to each person in their inner being.  It is not a prayer for strength for the intellect or mind but for something much deeper within us.  It is not a prayer for strength to take down the schoolyard bully but for something much, much deeper.

What troubles me about Goodwin’s conclusions about the war in the Middle East is that he presumes his approach to the conflict is rational.  At the same time he admits that he is fearful and that we ought to be afraid as well.


If the scenes of death and destruction in Lebanon – and Israel - are indeed heartbreaking then where is our compassion?  If we rely only on our intellect, only on our minds then we will - out of our fear - seek to justify the use of deadly force as “the righteous option.”  (Op. cit.)  


However if we rely on our inner being and the power that comes through the Spirit, we will begin to comprehend and to know the love of Christ. Through that comprehension and knowledge of God’s love we will be able to accomplish more than all we can ask and imagine.



A large crowd began to follow Jesus one day because they saw what he was doing for the sick.  Feeling overwhelmed by the crowd Jesus went up a mountain and sat down with his disciples.  When he saw that a large crowd had followed them he was filled with compassion.

In our reading from The Gospel According to John we see how Jesus was able to feed those who had come to him.   We know we can do the same today.  There are enough natural resources in the world to feed the hungry.  The great tragedy of our time is that we spend more on weapons then we do on food, water, education, health, and housing combined.  

The story of our faith is a story of compassion.  It is a story worth telling. 

Cheng-fen was a diminutive man.  He was short and skinny.  


He was born and raised in Taiwan.  When the nationalists fled from mainland China to Taiwan during World War II he was still a little boy.  

The war years were devastating for him.  His family life was disrupted.  The cities and countryside were destroyed.  Even after the war came to an end, the years that followed were difficult years.


Cheng-fen said that he remembers catching rats, skinning them, and cooking them for a meal.  There was very little food to go around.


I knew Cheng-fen as a colleague in ministry and a friend.  As small as he was in his physical stature he was remarkably resilient in spirit.


On one occasion when we were talking about our lives I wondered out loud how he managed to stay so thin.  Cheng-fen said that as a consequence of the war, he never acquired a strong appetite as an adult.  

Given the physical trauma of his own life I expected Cheng-fen to be a very bitter person.  Instead he was and is a very compassionate man.  He has been able to draw upon the strength and power of the Spirit’s presence in his own life.  

May we come to comprehend and know the love of Christ that transcends our minds. May we draw upon the strength and power of the Spirit in our lives as Cheng-fen did in his own.


The dwelling place of God is not in our minds or in the structures we build or in the doctrines and dogmas of the church but in our hearts through the faith we share in Jesus Christ.  


The story of our faith is a story of compassion.  It is a story worth telling.   It is a story worth living.


Amen.
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