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August 2, 2020

“What Can We Learn?”
Rev. Glenn Kennedy
Micah 1:1a, 2-5a

The word of the Lord that came to [the prophet] Micah:  Hear, you peoples, all of you, listen, earth and all who live in it, that the Sovereign Lord may bear witness against you, the Lord from his holy temple.  Look! The Lord is coming from his dwelling place; he comes down and treads on the heights of the earth.  The mountains melt beneath him and the valleys split apart, like wax before the fire, like water rushing down a slope.  All this is because of Jacob’s transgression, because of the sins of the people of Israel.
John 9:1-3

As [Jesus] went along, he saw a man blind from birth.  His disciples asked him, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?”  “Neither this man nor his parents sinned,” said Jesus, “but this happened so that the works of God might be displayed in him.”
- - - - - - - - - -

Back in 1983, pop singer Anne Murray popularized the song “A Little Good News,” whose lyrics, in part relayed this message:


I rolled out this morning, kids had the morning news show on. . . . 


Some senator was squawking about the bad economy.  


It's gonna get worse you see; we need a change of policy.


There's a local paper rolled up in a rubber band--


One more sad story's one more than I can stand.


Just once, how I'd like to see the headline say:


Not much to print today; can't find nothing bad to say.

Nobody robbed a liquor store on the lower part of town;


Nobody OD'd, nobody burned a single building down


Nobody fired a shot in anger, nobody had to die in vain.


We sure could use a little good news today.

It doesn't take a scholar or a prophet to observe that we are living in troubled times.  And, after hearing Anne Murray's reminder of what things were like thirty-seven years ago, you may well feel that you've experienced, as the saying goes, a sense of “deja vu all over again,” or the reality the teacher in Ecclesiastes chapter 3 describes with these memorable words: “What has been will be again, what has been done will be done again; there is nothing new under the sun.” 

Still, what with the double whammy of the world-wide coronavirus pandemic and, arguably, unprecedented social protest and chaos constantly confronting us in the news media (if not in person), you might well conclude that--in some respects, at least--we are experiencing catastrophes such as the world has never quite seen before and we certainly “could use a little good news today!”


More specifically, as Christians, we desperately want to make some sense of these cataclysms:  Why would God allow this awful pandemic?  Are we being punished by God?  Is it just some cosmic accident against which God is either powerless or (worse yet) indifferent?  Why would God allow this terrible disease to engulf the world?

And all the protest:  Why such anger and is “it” really all (or primarily) my fault?

Focusing on unanswerable “Why” questions can easily push us to despair, cynicism, or both.  


So what do we, as Christians, make of the special challenges uniquely before us in these times? More importantly, what does God make of all this?

At first glance, the twin Scripture texts that provide the framework for this message seem to offer conflicting guidance.  


The message of Micah, like that of virtually all of the biblical prophets, clearly declares that God's judgment does sometimes come upon his people as a result of their disobedience or unfaithfulness.  

On the other hand, none other than Jesus himself, in the passage from John's Gospel, unequivocally states--in response to his disciples' assumption that a blind man was so afflicted because of either his own or someone else's sin--that “neither this man nor his parents sinned.”


Since I am not a prophet, nor do I have Jesus' unique divine insight, and, I would suppose, no one reading these words can lay claim to the dual prophetic-divine wisdom that could definitively discern the ultimate reasons for our dire circumstances, let me suggest that we not waste any time or precious energy asking “why” we face these challenges.  Instead, I would suggest that you ask, with me, three other questions.


Before identifying these questions, however, let us take note that when Jesus informed his disciples that the blind man's disability was not punishment, He did not simply drop the subject at that point.  He added an important “but” to his disclaimer.  No, it was not accurate to see the man's blindness as some type of divine judgment; but out of the man's personal tragedy, Jesus said, “the works of God [i.e. the glory of God] would be displayed in him,” saying, in essence that both the man's disability and his healing—though finally bringing good news to the man himself, had the ultimate object of demonstrating the glory and grace of God. 

So, the first question we can ask ourselves as we face the current (and also future) crises is: “What can we learn from them?”  (The second and third questions, to be addressed later, are:  “What can we--uniquely as Christians--say in the face of these disasters?”  and  “What can we do, as Christ's ambassadors, to address these challenges?”  

So, for now: “What can we learn from the pandemic and from the protest and chaos around us?”  What helpful lessons--what good news--can we discern?


According to a recent online news source, Microsoft Co-Founder Bill Gates believes that “the only positive thing out of [the pandemic] is that the pace of innovation . . . is working . . . to create therapeutics and vaccines . . . at record speed,”  “and that's what gives us hope.”

Clearly, the appearance on the horizon of potential treatments, cures, or vaccines for the coronavirus is a good thing.  But I believe if that's the only “positive thing” we gain from the pandemic's impact on our world and lives, we will have lost a unique learning opportunity indeed.  It may possibly be that now is the only time in our lifetime when we can see virtually the whole world come to a screeching halt, to be (for a time, at least) virtually confined to quarters, all of us, to have (albeit involuntarily) more “spare or at least unscripted time” on our hands than we may ever expect again to have.  If we neglect to use any of this forced quarantine time to reevaluate our priorities: our very use of time, our life goals, the importance of relationships (that have been forcibly  removed from us), then I suggest that we will learn little and miss much of what God would have us learn from this unprecedented experience.


Young Kyle Martin,  2019 high school valedictorian at The King's Academy in Palm Beach County, Florida, shared his own learning experience as he offered his valedictory speech on May 31, 2019.  In that speech, he described how, in his last year of high school, the quest to become his school's valedictorian was his top priority.  He reached that goal with a lot of hard work and personal sacrifice.  But when his accomplishment was announced at the end of the school year, Kyle said he experienced 15 seconds of euphoria--followed by a classic “Is that all there is?” let-down.  Lesson learned: that relationships (which he had neglected) were more important in the larger scheme of things than being valedictorian.  Kyle's challenge to others: never let other (good-in-themselves) goals keep you from the paramount goal of good relationships--first, with God, then with others.

So what about the protests swirling around us--with their explicit and implicit challenges to our alleged (for many of us) white or male privilege, systemic racism, “sugar-coated” national history, police violence, personal bigotry--and on and on??


We can--perhaps with some degree of validity--protest that it has not been we personally who have inflicted any of the alleged injustices or oppression on others. “Why blame me?” you well might ask.  But, again--not to condone violence on any side--but rather than debate the “why” of protest, why not ask ourselves what we can learn from the angst and anger that others are experiencing.  As Christians, regardless of the ethnic identity we carry, we should always be ready for serious self-examination and seeking to eliminate from our lives any un-Christ-like attitudes or actions that often afflict us.   We should always keep in mind that selfish, self-centered, thoughtless, or downright ungodly thoughts, attitudes, or actions, are, before they are anything else, an affront to God himself and diminish or deny our witness to God's grace, righteousness, and justice.  

It's true that there is a lot of nonsense (coming from all directions) being falsely proclaimed as truth out there regarding both the pandemic and the protests.  Still, most folks are just desperately trying to find their way through somehow to what too many of us simply took for granted as “normal.”  At such times, mere knee-jerk reactions are not helpful.

In the end, the old axiom that we should make an effort to “walk a mile” in someone else's shoes (whether actual or virtual) before being overly critical of others is always a good exercise in understanding.  


So what are some examples of things I have learned personally from the pandemic and protests?   Broadly, things like the need for patience always; for re-prioritizing what's really important, for deeper understanding of others' needs and motivations.


More specifically, a year-long battle with and recovery from cancer—after a life-time previously of near-perfect health—allowed me to be much more empathetic towards those in my congregation who faced chronic, serious health issues.   


In like manner, ten years spent (along with my wife and three children) as PC(USA) mission co-workers in the far east where we were part of a distinct minority and seriously disadvantaged by our cultural ignorance and linguistic limitations (among other things!) taught me to understand more deeply and take more seriously the many biblical injunctions to care for the “aliens” among us. 


Insofar as we are willing to hear before we defend and to confess before we confront we are following the model Jesus (He who was and is the only person who was truly and totally guiltless) laid before us on his way to Calvary.

The Gospels record that, as Jesus agonized and prayed (alone!) in Gethsemane about the incredible physical and spiritual trial he was about to endure, even He sought a possible alternative.  “If it be possible,” Jesus agonized, “let this cup pass from me.”  “Yet [and yet!]--, not my will, but yours,” he finally cried.  Let God be glorified!

May that be our attitude as well as we individually puzzle out the meaning of the terrible upheaval brought upon us by the pandemic and the protests.  May we be brave enough to ask not “Why is this happening to me?” but “Lord, what can I learn from these struggles for your Kingdom's sake?”
Sermon for First Presbyterian Church, Elmira
August 9, 2020

“What Can We Say?”
Rev. Glenn Kennedy
Genesis 1:26-27


26 God said, “Let us make human beings in our image, in our likeness, so that they may rule over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky, over the livestock and all the wild animals, and over all the creatures that move along the ground.”  27 So God created human beings in his own image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them.

Palm 14:2-3

2 The Lord looks down from heaven on all mankind to see if there are any who understand, any who seek God.  3 All have turned away, all have become corrupt; there is no one who does good, not even one. 

IsAIAH 19: 22-25

22 The Lord will strike Egypt with a plague; he will strike them and heal them. They will turn to the Lord, and he will respond to their pleas and heal them.  23 In that day there will be a highway from Egypt to Assyria. The Assyrians will 
go to Egypt and the Egyptians to Assyria. The Egyptians and Assyrians will worship together. 24 In that day Israel will be the third, along with Egypt and Assyria, a blessing on the earth. 25 The Lord Almighty will bless them, saying,“Blessed be Egypt my people, Assyria my handiwork, and Israel my inheritance.”

Acts 10:19b-36

19 the Spirit said to [Simon Peter], “Simon, three men are looking for you. 20 So get up and go

downstairs. Do not hesitate to go with them, for I have sent them.”  21 Peter went down and said to the men, “I’m the one you’re looking for. Why have you come?”  22 The men replied, “We have come from Cornelius the centurion. He is a righteous and God-fearing man, who is respected by all the Jewish people. A holy angel told him to ask you to come to his house so that he could hear what you have to say.” 23 Then Peter invited the men into the house to be his guests.  The next day Peter started out with them, and some of the believers from Joppa went along. 24 The following day he 
arrived in Caesarea. Cornelius was expecting them and had called together his relatives and close friends. 25 As Peter entered the house, Cornelius met him and fell at his feet in 
reverence. 26 But Peter made him get up. “Stand up,” he said,“I am only a man myself.”  27 While talking with him, Peter went inside and found a large gathering of people. 28 He said to them: “You are well aware that it is against our law for a Jew to associate with or visit a Gentile. But God has shown me that I should not call anyone impure or unclean. 29 So when I was sent for, I came without raising any objection. May I ask why you sent for me?”  30 Cornelius answered: “Three days ago I was in my house praying at this hour, at three in the afternoon. Suddenly a man in shining clothes stood before me  31 and said, ‘Cornelius, God has heard your prayer and remembered your gifts to the poor.  32 Send to Joppa for Simon who is called Peter. He is a guest in the home of Simon the tanner, who lives by the sea.’ 33 So I sent for you immediately, and it was good of you to come.  Now we are all here in the presence of God to listen to everything the Lord has commanded you to tell us.”  34 Then Peter began to speak: “I now realize how true it is that God does not show favoritism 35 but accepts from every nation the one who fears him and does what is right.  36 You know the message God sent to the people of Israel, announcing the good news of peace through Jesus Christ, who is Lord of all.
- - - - - - - - - -


This sermon is the second in a three-part series focusing on some hard realities we are all facing these days because of the worldwide coronavirus pandemic and the protests roiling our nation (and, to some degree, the entire world as well).


In Part 1 , I suggested that, if we hoped to respond to these perplexing situations in a productive manner, we should ask ourselves three basic questions.


The first question was: “What can we learn?”  Rather than overly stressing over the more typical “Why?” questions (such as: Why would God cause or at least allow such a devastating health crisis to afflict us? Why are the protesters so upset?  Why would I be blamed for social injustices I didn't create?), we can all both benefit and grow in our faith and relationships if we focus on determining what these twin dilemmas can teach us.

In my third message, I will focus on the question: “What can we do?” in light of the pandemic and the protests.

For now, the focus question is: “What can we say in the face of these issues? 

If we were able to survey our entire nation, I'm supposing that a very large majority of Americans would agree (1) that the pandemic is a terrible tragedy and (2) that racism, along with all forms of injustice and gratuitous violence, are scourges that should be eliminated from our society.   Surely, all sincere Christians of whatever denominational stripe should have no problem agreeing with these sentiments.

However, if Christians have nothing unique to add to the national conversation on these issues, then, it seems to me, one might rightly ask, “Who needs Christians to speak to these issues anyway?”  “Who needs to hear what the church has to say?”

Fortunately, I believe that Christians do have some unique truths to speak in the face of both the pandemic and the protests.  Today, I will focus only briefly on what Christians might say in light of the pandemic; I will have more to say about what the church can productively add to the national conversation arising from the protests.

Let's begin with the pandemic.  I suspect that every one of us could quite easily list a number of lessons we have learned from the pain and peril of the pandemic.  

Harder to face, though, is the issue of how a “good” or “loving” God could allow (much less cause) such a disaster.  Much has been written (and, long before the current pandemic, by the way) by both professional and lay Bible scholars alike, attempting to discern the theological logic or purpose of terrible diseases that have plagued and continue to plague humankind.  In the end, no matter how the issue is presented, the conclusion of the matter generally seems to be that--either directly or indirectly--God is responsible for the presence of disease in our world; that is to say, God has either created or permitted diseases to flourish--for God's own mysterious or hidden reasons that we may never fathom.  

Multiple biblical texts just like today's excerpt from Isaiah, do seem to affirm that, at least in some circumstances, God uses dreaded or even deadly diseases as a means of chastising disobedience, unfaithfulness, or injustice (or, perhaps, all three!).  Yet, to acknowledge that God may sometimes use disease as a means of discipline or even punishment, is not the same as attributing the very existence of disease to God's creative or permissive will.

The now-deceased Dr. Ralph Winter, former Presbyterian champion of the world missionary enterprise,  had a different take on the origin of disease.  Dr. Winter almost single-handedly founded the U.S. Center for World Mission that sought to maximize the effectiveness of Christian missionary theory and practice across denominational boundaries.  I had the opportunity, on a small scale, to get to know Dr. Winter personally and heard him speak in person on several occasions.  I last heard him speak about fifteen years ago when he was the invited guest of Pittsburgh Theological Seminary's World Missions Department.  At that time, Dr. Winter's health was failing fast as he suffered from both Lyme disease and cancer.  


Somewhat surprisingly, the focus of Dr. Winter's lecture for the Christian Missions symposium was on the fight to conquer diseases, especially of the viral type.   His thoughts originally grew out of his then-deceased wife's own desperate struggle against cancer some years earlier. 


Most simply summarized, Dr. Winter's message observed that Scripture describes sin in the form of human choices that reflect the reality of personal evil; in the apparent complex design of many diseases (e.g. cancer and most disease agents), Winter also saw the face of personal evil, but not of the personal God of Scripture, in which God is consistently portrayed as the healer of the nations.  Therefore, Dr. Winter perceived the medical fight to defeat dreaded and deadly diseases not as something totally distinct and different from the Christian struggle to defeat, in Christ's name, what we more clearly perceive as moral evil, but as simply another aspect of the same theological call to carry Christ's good news to all the earth--to all creation, if you will.  

Hold that thought for further reflection.  But now on to not truly the more practical issue of our day, but perhaps to the more immediate issue: the protests.

I believe it is virtually a given that any true Christian--Presbyterian or otherwise--would and should stand shoulder-to-shoulder with all who protest racism, injustice, and violence (particularly violence that is not used to protect others from injustice or violence).  But what more can we say as Christians?  I believe we can confidently say at least these four things:

(1) That all human beings--without exception--are created in God's image and thus inherently 
worthy of respect.  As specifically expressed in our Genesis 1 passage and also implied throughout 
Scripture, the creation of all human beings in God's image has always been a foundational biblical 
proclamation.  This reality defines us and others more profoundly than arbitrary racial or ethnic 
identities can possibly do, and challenges us to see one another—including both the “George 
Floyds” and the “Derek Chauvins” in our lives—in light of God's identity and purposes.  If we 
simplistically  “demonize” some or “sanctify” others in our discussions and relationships, we miss a 
great opportunity to speak in a way that will engage those with differing perspectives rather than 
simply silencing them or pushing them farther away from us. 

(2) Furthermore, we can say--without exception--that all human beings have (to borrow a phrase 
from the Apostle Paul) “sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.”   Today's passage from Psalm 
14 (“There is no one who does good, not even one.”) reflects the same reality.   Sin defaces and 
disfigures the image of God.  Sin, like the image of God, is not unique to a particular racial or ethnic 
group, but is basic to the  human condition.   It infects and affects all of who we and others are in 
relation to God and to each other.  The universal reality of sin, then, should keep us from pointing 
our finger at others, while impelling us instead to look within ourselves--calling us to personal 
repentance and confession.  Sin clearly has critical corporate and societal dimensions, but we will 
always fail to transform society if we fail to be transformed personally. Thus, no one is sinless, 
guiltless.  No ethnic group gets a “pass.”  Therefore, we ought to look at ourselves first; listen to 
others; and only then speak of our own “grievances.”

(3) As Christians, we can and need to say that no matter how bad relationships may have become or 
have been historically, reconciliation is always possible through Jesus Christ.  Thus, calls for 

vengeance should always be tempered by calls for healing.  Our national conversation should have 
as its deepest aim not simply to tear down, but to restore broken relationships.  Our passage from 
Isaiah 19 is striking in that it, almost simultaneously, proclaims both judgment and healing on 
Egypt, then goes on to visualize a grand day ahead in which three great, historic adversaries, Israel, 
Egypt, and Assyria, will all become a blessing to the entire world and be blessed themselves. 

(4) Finally, we as Christians can say that what we are called to do in response to the current cultural 
protest is  not, most fundamentally, merely one great self-help, consciousness-raising, or “woke” 
enterprise.  Laws (though necessary) will never, in themselves, be the catalyst that changes society 
or personal prejudices.  God's power (“Christ in us”), through the Holy Spirit, not simply our effort 
or ambition, enables us to become what we are not now, to grow into what God calls us to be.  We 
look then, not simply to human reformation but ultimately to God's transformation--the work of 
God's Spirit that radically redefined the focus of Peter's mission from exclusively the Jewish world 
to all the world, the work of God's spirit that changed David from a young, unknown shepherd to a 
man after God's own heart, Moses from an outlaw renegade to a courageous liberator, Esther from a 
timid Jewish maiden to a fearless heroine, Mary from an obscure Palestinian girl to the self-giving 
mother of our Savior, and Paul from a persecutor of God's people to an ambassador par excellence 
of God's good news throughout the known world.

In short, “What can we (uniquely as Christians) say to our troubled world?”

(1)  We can speak words that affirm the image of God in all persons with whom we speak. 


(2)  We can confess our own sin before confronting what we believe to be the sins of others.


(3)  We can speak words that heal, not simply words that condemn or silence those with whom we 


disagree.


(4)  We can speak words that acknowledge the power (beyond our own) of Christ to transform 


hearts and minds, a task that the words of the law can never, by themselves, accomplish.

And, before we say anything at all, we would do well to remember God's word to us:  “I have loved you with an everlasting love; I have drawn you with unfailing kindness.” (Jeremiah 31:3)  As Paul put it in his second letter to the Corinthian Christians: “God made [Jesus] who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.”  (2 Cor 5:21)    So when we do speak, may we reflect the truly good news of our Lord and Savior by, as Paul advised elsewhere, “speaking the truth in love.” (Ephesians 4:15)
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“What Can We Do?”
Rev. Glenn Kennedy
2 Chronicles 7:11-16

11 When Solomon had finished the temple of the Lord and the royal palace, and had succeeded 
in carrying out all he had in mind to do in the temple of the Lord and in his own palace, 
12 the 
Lord appeared to him at night and said:  “I have heard your prayer and have chosen this place 
for myself as a temple for sacrifices.  13 “When I shut up the heavens so that there is no 
rain, or 
command locusts to devour the land or send a plague among my people, 14 if my people, who 
are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their 
wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, and I will forgive their sin and will heal their land. 
15 Now my eyes will open and my ears attentive to the prayers offered in this place. 16 I have 
chosen and consecrated this temple so that my Name may be there forever. My eyes and my 
heart will always be there.
James 1:19-25

19 My dear brothers and sisters, take note of this: Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to 
speak and slow to become angry, 20 because human anger does not produce the righteousness 
that God desires. 21 Therefore, get rid of all moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent and 
humbly accept the word planted in you, which can save you.  22 Do not merely listen to the 
word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says. 23 Anyone who listens to the word but does 
not do what it says is like someone who looks at his face in a mirror 24 and, after looking at 
himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like. 25 But whoever looks intently 
into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues in it not forgetting what they have 
heard, but doing it—they will be blessed in what they do.
- - - - - - - - - -


We have now arrived at the conclusion of our three-part series reflecting on how God may be calling us to respond to the twin crises--the viral pandemic and the social protests--that have confronted us for several months now, both of which show few signs of abating any time soon, and which have uniquely challenged us, along with virtually the whole world.  


We have considered that we might more productively avoid asking too many “Why” questions (like  “Why would God allow this pandemic to occur?” or “Why should I feel personally to blame for the circumstances many are protesting?”) and instead ask ourselves what we can we learn from the pandemic and the protests that would enable us to be more faithful members of and more effective witnesses to Christ's Kingdom.   

We have further suggested what we can uniquely, as Christians, say in the face of these circumstances that others cannot say or simply are not saying: specifically, regarding the pandemic, that spiritual and physical well being have moral dimensions that are inextricably interlinked within the fabric of our faith;  and regarding the protests, (1) that all human beings, of whatever ethnic or cultural identity, are created in God's image and thus worthy of our respect and attention--even (or especially) when they disagree with us; (2) that all human beings, again without respect to ethnic or cultural identity, are sinners who have fallen short of God's righteousness and thus need to look inward before speaking critically or in condemnation of others; (3) that reconciliation rather than destruction, for Christians, is always the final goal of conversations and relationships; and (4) finally, that systemic reformation will never succeed in eliminating racism or any other corporate sins unless that reformation is fired and inspired by the transformation of individual persons by the power of God's Spirit. 

Today we move beyond how we think and speak about the pandemic and the protests to what God may be calling us to do as Christians in response to them.


First and foremost: We need to PRAY!   Now, I realize that prayer is seen by some as a convenient substitute for action, a poor excuse for “really” doing something.  


It is true that superficial prayer (which is to say, prayer that is nothing more than empty ritual--though I would question whether such deserves to be called biblical “prayer” at all) may, in fact, sometimes serve as a convenient alternative to practicing God's righteousness in our daily individual or corporate lives.  


True, biblical prayer, on the other hand, calls us to see God as God is; to discern God's will for our lives and our society; to see ourselves for the imperfect and sinful people we are; to see “others” (even though they are also sinners) as made in God's image; and to let these realities inform not only what we think and say, but all that we do.  This type of “prayer” is not an activity for the faint-of-heart and is essential in keeping all else we do from becoming action that is simply self-serving or--worse yet--false, rather than true “Kingdom” work.


Solomon--though he in later life betrayed his own claim to unparalleled spiritual wisdom (quite another story!)--shows us, in the 2 Chronicles passage and context--the deeper work of prayer.  


We need a bit of background here.  David, Solomon's father, is described in Scripture as one who grew, out of the crucible of many sinful personal failings, to be “a man after God's own heart.”   David's reign as Israel's king was marked both by war and also by David's longing to have a more lasting symbol of God's presence among the people than the Ark of the Covenant, a small but significant token that was carried by Israel from place to place wherever God led them.   


David dearly wished to construct a beautiful temple to honor God's presence more adequately.  However, God's will was that such a holy symbol of the eternal God was not to be constructed by a man of war, but by a man of peace:  That man would be David's son Solomon.


And so it came to pass that Solomon, some time after assuming the kingship following his father's death, made plans for constructing a grand temple that would suitably remind the people of God's character and glory--and their mission as God's special “Chosen” ones.  Solomon knew that this was a daunting assignment.


But, the task having been completed, Solomon dedicates the new temple in a deeply-moving prayer.  Here are a few excerpts (from 2 Chronicles 6):


Lord, the God of Israel, there is no God like you in heaven or on earth--you who keep your 
covenant of love. . . .  But will God really dwell on earth with human beings?  The . . . highest 
heavens cannot contain you.  How much less this temple. . . .  Hear the supplications of your 
servant and of your people . . . when they pray toward this place.  Hear from heaven. . . ; and, when 
you hear, forgive.

This was no one-minute, prayer.  Solomon's introductory words are followed by requests for God to hear when God's people come before Him out of a variety of situations: when they wrong neighbors, when they are defeated in battle due to unfaithfulness, when they experience droughts as punishment for sin, when the land suffers from famine or plagues due to the people's sin, when (significantly) foreigners who are drawn to Israel because of the glory of Israel's God pray in God's temple, when Israel must face a threatening enemy in war, when the people incur God's anger due to unspecified but serious sin.  In all these circumstances, Solomon prays, “[Lord], if [your people] turn back to you with all their heart and soul . . ., and pray, . . . then, from heaven, . . . hear their prayer and their pleas, and uphold their cause.  And forgive your people.”


It is to Solomon's dedicatory prayer that God then responds with the grand promise that “If my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, and I will forgive their sin and I will heal their land.”


So we too need to begin our “doing” with serious prayer and soul-searching.  And, in doing so, we should not forget that  prayer is not just an individual but also a corporate responsibility and privilege, as it has always been throughout biblical and Christian history.  Throughout biblical and Christian history, many periods of spiritual and societal renewal have followed times of intense and focused prayer by groups or communities of God's people.  Prayer, then, sets the stage for how we will see and relate to others as we follow God's leading in the many other ways God may call us to act.  

Let's think now about what, beyond prayer, God might call us to do in response to the pandemic and the protests.  

The pandemic's serious restrictions on personal relationships, the isolation, the extra time (for many) to think (because of the enforced curtailment of usual work and pastimes) gives us the unprecedented opportunity to re-examine our spiritual health, our life's priorities, the quality of our relationships--and make plans to let God re-structure our life so that our new “normal,” when it comes, will more truly reflect God's Kingdom, values, and goals, 

In responding to the protests, I believe we need to be very self-consciously careful.  Bold, yes, as God calls us individually to be, but still care-full that what we do, by God's grace, carries the possibility of engaging others around us in a way that goes deeper than simple or simplistic slogans, stereotypes, and (even truly self-righteous) anger to nurture not only truer understanding but also new, productive, and healing long-term relationships.

I cannot provide you a simple or precise list of things “to do.”  These will--quite naturally, in many cases--grow out of your own spiritual introspection and the people and circumstances that directly impact your own life.

Some of you may find (or have found) the PC(USA)'s “Week of Action” helpful in choosing things to do in response to the protests.  Some of you may wish to use your own creativity as you discern what God would have you “do.”

“Things to Do” can be small or large, simple or complex.  While I was still pastoring the predominately-”white” congregation at Painted Post, for example, that church partnered with the largely-black Friendship Baptist Church in neighboring Corning to show a film for the community highlighting the challenges and opportunities of black-white relationships, followed by a time of honest feedback, discussion, food, and planning other ways we might witness to the reconciling work of Christ in our local community.

Whatever you individually do, I challenge you to be both courageous and cautious.  

Whatever your personal convictions may be about such issues, for example, as Black Lives Matter, white privilege, systemic racism, or protest, be courageous enough to have honest discussions with those who hold sincere convictions that differ from yours.  When you have those conversations, remember to listen first.  Then, willingly share with others the reasons for your own convictions, not just how passionately  you hold them.  Which is to say, dare to share your life with others, not just your talking points.  

As for cautions, those found in today's passage from James are a good model:

Be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry (not just slow to speak in anger), get rid of, as James so clearly puts it, “all moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent.”  (Don't, for example, get sucked into becoming part of the current “culture of contempt!”)  And, in humility, accept God's re-molding word and work for you (which, James meaningfully says, “can save you”).  Finally, and above all, “Do not merely listen to the word. . . . Do what it says.”

As you continue to ponder what to “do,” I encourage you to seek out new and lasting personal relationships, communities, and “programs” that will build strong and affirmative foundations of reconciliation and trust.  Don't be satisfied by simply letting a sense of “guilt” (or even a sense of “responsibility”) cause you to engage with a token “black, “white,” “latino,” “native American,” or “other,” but commit yourself to developing new friendships and relationships that anticipate the joys of deeper cultural, spiritual, and personal understanding.


If you live in an area where it isn't so easy to get acquainted with someone from a different ethnic or cultural background, think “outside the box.”   You might try making friends with someone from a different social, economic, or professional group.  Perhaps, while still stuck in our pandemic era, you could connect digitally with someone you might otherwise never meet.


Whatever you do, don't allow yourself to get caught up in a critical, destructive, or contemptuous (un-Christ-like) spirit by making assumptions about the character or motives of people you don't know, based solely on their skin color, ethnic background, or even political affiliation.   (Which is to say, do honor both Scripture and the dream of Martin Luther King by focusing on who others are, not the amount of melanin in their skin.)  Don't simply “wallow” in guilt and shame--even when some or even much of that guilt or shame may be warranted.   Do something positive about it!  Ask forgiveness when or where needed.  Make amends when possible.  And, finally, as a child of God, find joy in new friends that may come your way.  And know, as James reminds us, that when you do these things, when you are (as the Presbytery of Geneva's mission statement puts it: “Christ in the Finger Lakes and the world”), God will be honored and you, and many others along with you, will indeed “be blessed.” 

May it be so!
