Philadelphia

“Let mutual love continue”.

A few years back I was at a workshop on communications and media at the diocesan offices in Houston.  Carol Barnwell, who oversees such matters for the diocese was discussing the news media in the United States, and she said something that has always stuck with me; she said that “the media is neither liberal nor conservative; it is conflict driven”.

I’m sure that many would disagree, but I think she was exactly right.  Conflict and controversy are what sell.  If you’ve turned on the news at all the past couple of weeks you’ve probably heard a lot about the Jet Blue employee who threw a high profile temper tantrum.  Or Tiger Woods’ infidelity and divorce.  Or, most troubling of all, the venom that has been coming from both sides of the debate regarding an Islamic center that is being planned several blocks away from the spot where the World Trade Center towers once stood.  I think there are reasonable arguments to be made for both sides, but unfortunately these voices have been shouted down as the debate has quickly devolved into name calling, fueled by a press which knows perfectly well that this type of meaningless but very emotional conflict is an absolute goldmine for them.   They, I suppose, are the only winners.  The rest of us are all the big losers, for there are no winners of such conflicts.

Such are the ways of the world.  In the world, people set themselves at odds with one another, and seek to destroy each other.  Winning, as the saying goes, isn’t everything; it’s the only thing.  And so extremists come to dominate public discourse, and they care less about the good of the country or the world than they do about their own self-righteousness, and the destruction of those who have not chosen to side with them.

Such, as I said, are the ways of the world.  But these ways are not our ways.  The culture around us is driven by conflict and power, but this is not the way of the body of Christ.  We have been shown another way of living, a way which is built on the foundation of love.    

“Let mutual love continue”.  This quick exhortation at the beginning of today’s passage from Hebrews sounds so innocuous, goes down so easy, we hardly pay any attention to those words.  And love is not such an easy thing to talk about these days.  Our culture is so dominated by conflict and anger that love sounds increasingly trite and silly.  To complicate matters, I think that our very notion of love itself has probably become warped by Hollywood culture.  When people think about love nowadays, they often think of a romanticized fairytale love, which knows no conflict, no adversity.  We’ve come to think that love is something that can be found on a reality tv show.  This fairytale love, which evaporates as soon as the going gets tough bears very little resemblance to the kind of love the author of the letter to the Hebrews had in mind.

Let mutual love continue.  Sounds so easy.  But these four words bear a much closer look, precisely because mutual love is actually not easy at all.  Ask any married couple and they’ll tell you-mutual love is God’s greatest gift to us, but it is rarely easy.  Fighting is easy.  Splitting up and going our separate ways when we disagree is easy.  Putting love ahead of these disagreements is extremely difficult.  It means being open and vulnerable.  Mutual love of this sort flows not from a desire to change others, but from a willingness to be ourselves transformed, and that is not often easy.

Let mutual love continue.  The author of the letter to the Hebrews actually used a single Greek word which we have translated as “mutual love”, and that word is “philadelphia”, which many of you know means literally brotherly love, or sibling love. This is no fairytale love which knows no adversity, but unbreakable love, which overcomes all adversity.   It is love which is accepted as part of the order of things, because our familial bonds are not meant to be broken.  We do not choose this love, it chooses us, claims us.  It is brotherly love like that of Esau, who was tricked out of his birthright and blessing by his brother Jacob, and yet forgave him and welcomed him home.  It is brotherly love like that of Joseph, sold into slavery by his brothers and yet forgiving them and sharing his riches and good fortune with them.  This is the kind of all forgiving love to which the author of Hebrews was exhorting his readers.

As many of you know, the Anglican Communion to which the Episcopal Church belongs is having some trouble nowadays, as the ways of the world have increasingly infected our Church.  Our leaders are more and more prone to divisive rhetoric, and parishes and dioceses are being split asunder.  A great international worshiping body which has  been held together for so long by what was called “the bonds of affection”, which is just another way of saying “mutual love”, is fracturing apart because we have come to believe that doctrine and power are more important that unity and mutual love.  There has been much discussion about this in the past couple of years, and a covenant has been drawn up with the intent of holding together the many parts of the communion with all their varied beliefs.

We will have the opportunity to examine this covenant over the coming months, and discuss its merits and its shortcomings.  I’m not ready to make up my own mind yet regarding whether or not we should adopt this covenant, but I am convinced of this; without mutual love, no covenant, however well crafted, can possibly hold us together.  If the seemingly flimsy “bonds of affection” cannot bind us together, then we need to be taking a much deeper look at ourselves and the way we conduct ourselves as Christians rather than drawing up agreements to patch things over.  

On a more local level, in the past month or so, a number of folks have been working to reinvigorate the Parish Life Commission here at Trinity.  Parish Life may not sound like the most important of ministries, and some may even think that the so-called social activities of the church have nothing to do with the Gospel.  I would argue that a healthy parish life commission promotes fellowship, which is an integral part of mutual love.  Getting to know one another better outside of our Sunday morning worship helps us to care more deeply about each other, to learn more from each other, so that our differences of opinion cease to be causes of division.  This is a vital ministry.  In a few weeks, this commission will be sponsoring a “Fellowship Sunday”, on Sept. 12, when we will combine our two services into one single service at 10 o’clock, followed by a potluck luncheon.  This will give us the opportunity to gather as one body, to worship together, and to enjoy some fellowship afterwards, the time to just sit around and visit.  These fellowship events are of vital importance to this church, for they provide the opportunity for us to grow in our knowledge, our love and affection of one another, forming bonds of mutual love which are not broken down by differences of opinion about politics, or doctrine, or anything else.  If we can continue and grow in our mutual love for each other, if we can be that kind of community envisioned by Paul as he planted the earliest Christian churches, just think what kind of sign we might be to the world around us, a broken world which knows of no other way than conflict and division?  Let us be renewed in our commitment to become just such a community, bound together by mutual love, and bearing fruit worthy of that love.

