 (
Rev. 
Amjad Samuel
Easter 
6
 Year A
Sunday, May 
29
, 2011
)


Let us pray: Give us the ability, O Lord, to truly see beyond ourselves, so that we may find you ever present in the wideness of this world, and may find the clarity to proclaim your truth, without shame and reservation.  Amen.  
At the occasion of remembering those who have sacrificed their lives for our freedom, I offer these words from a place of deep love and therefore much concern for this my adopting country, my church, but most importantly, for the glory of God who challenges us yet never fails us. 
This Friday Hillary Clinton visited the country of my origin Pakistan for the first time after the discovery of Osama bin Laden.  For good reason the visit is reported as tense. Osama bin Laden’s discovery in one of the most protected areas of Pakistan has prompted many questions. Perhaps at the root of such questions is the one that disturbs most: Is this evidence of negligence or compliance?
The New York Times while reporting on this recent visit lays out some of the complexities of the US-Pakistan relations. The news article closes with an un-named administration official’s statement – a statement I found truly fascinating:  “The Pakistanis really have to make decisions themselves about what kind of country they want to live in.” 
As I read this statement my immediate reaction was, I thought that decision was made in 1947 when Pakistan came into being as a result of the two nation theory that clearly asserted the need for a separate state for Muslims for the simple reason that the Muslims of India overwhelmingly agreed that they could not be free in upholding their Islamic identity without a state of their own.  Ever since that day there has been a progressive movement towards reaching the goal of a pure Islamic existence – an existence that finds its ideological boundaries much beyond the geographical borders of Pakistan.  This is not me making it all up, this is the history of Pakistan and an ideal clearly understood and taught to every child through the state prescribed curriculum in Pakistan.  
So the Pakistanis – understood as Muslim Pakistanis – for the same state prescribed textbooks also teach that all who live in Pakistan are Muslims --- so these Pakistanis are very sure what kind of country they want to live in!   The problem is that their choice is incomprehensible for most of us in the Western world.  
There is a reality which we in the west are unwilling to accept – not because it is not true, but because its truth does not align with the world view we in the west believe to be the truth.  This unwillingness to acknowledge and be respectful of the reality that surrounds all of us is causing people to die in Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, and even on our own soil each time that the ideology of the other is able to penetrate the many shields of our security apparatus.  We have squandered billions of dollars on death and destruction at a time when our own people are losing jobs, homes, and at times even their daily bread.  
Why? Why is it so? Is it because we insist that our ideology of freedom, equality, and justice determined by the will of the people is the only truth, the only solution, the only way to construct a peaceful human society?  We seem to have great faith in this because we believe that who better can safeguard the interests of humans than humans themselves.  This insistence on keeping the focus inwardly on our own selves solely because we believe that the will of the majority of people seeking the good of all can offer, in inclusivity, a realization of a conflict free world, a peaceful world – such insistence is causing more and more violence each day.  
Another consequence of this inclusivity, this claim for universality of good the way we humans find it fitting, is that our streets too, like that of Athens in the time of Paul, are springing up with these objects of our worship that bear the inscription, “to an unknown god”.  I am sure you have heard that expression, “I am spiritual but not religious”.
I sincerely believe that if Paul was to wander our society today he would certainly acknowledge the good of our spiritual lives. He would perhaps even commend our many ways through which we uphold the sanctity of human life and life in general.  There would be lots for him to praise when he visits our society today. But I am also sure that he would remind us that we are not the creators of god, God is our creator.  He would refresh our memory that we do not pray to “whom it may concern”, we pray to an intimate father, our father. 
This father, he would refresh our memory, loves the world so much that he gave his only begotten son.  And then he would stress with amplitude and tonality, “for whoever believes in him, should not perish but have everlasting life”.  
That is what Paul did in Athens then and that is what I believe he would do today right here in America.  
But what will he not do? I believe he will not tell us to publicly shy away from our faith in Jesus Christ.  He will not argue that since we are living in a multi-faith world, our knowledge that Jesus  Christ is the way, the truth and the life should be kept to ourselves in fear of offending another person that God has also created.  He will do that, I believe, because he will be consistent in reminding us of the wideness in God’s love through his son Jesus Christ; and in that consistence, he will tell us that “God has created all nations to inhabit the whole earth, and that God has allotted the times of their existence and the boundaries of the places where they would live, so that they would search for God and perhaps grope for him and find him—though indeed he is not far from each one of us.” 
And then, I believe, Paul will end his reminder, just as he ends his speech to the people of Athens, by focusing on the personhood of Jesus in whom God reconciles the entire world.  
And yes he would say all this in a manner that is faithful to Peter’s instruction: Always be ready to make your defense to anyone who demands from you an accounting for the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and reverence. Keep your conscience clear, so that, when you are maligned, those who abuse you for your good conduct in Christ may be put to shame. For it is better to suffer for doing good, if suffering should be God’s will, than to suffer for doing evil.
And that my brothers and sisters is loving Jesus and keeping his commandments.  And that I believe from the depths of my heart can change the world we live in. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]But it has to begin somewhere. I believe it begins by acknowledging and respecting the religiosity of the other.  It does not begin with telling the other to accept our “self” focused secular human constructs. It begins by appreciating the deep yearning in the other to create a society in which there is justice and reverence for God.  It begins by accepting their zeal for it. It begins by coming to terms with their willingness to die for their vision of a just society in which the creator is not an unknown god. It begins by engaging with the religious fervor of the other. 
And then this engagement has to continue and go somewhere. I believe, it goes nowhere if the solution is to make our own selves the ideal. It goes nowhere if the solution is a departure from a religious life to a “moderate” life.  It goes nowhere if the solution is to indiscriminately raise the objects of our liking as the objects of our worship.  It goes nowhere if the solution is to water down our witness to the point that we cannot even call our loving father “Our Father”.  It goes nowhere if the solution is to shy away from Jesus. 
Yes, just like it did for the apostles, such a commitment to our faith will lead to our suffering when we accept the other and engage with the other and share with the other the wideness in God’s love in the person of Jesus Christ.  But our suffering is not the end; our account of hope goes much beyond any suffering that this world may send our way.  We do not envision a place for our own selfish selves in the here and now that is safe and comfortable for us, we envision the peace of the kingdom of God; not that of our own kingdom. 
And therefore, I believe, our engagement with the world should be an engagement of hope, an engagement of giving all reverence to God, an engagement of accepting that the other is also on a pursuit for God and -- as in the words of Paul -- is groping for God. 
I hope we will come to appreciate that we have been given the advocate not to deny anyone of our knowledge of this intimate and loving God, but that we are called to be the bearers of this good news of Jesus the Christ in whom God has reconciled God’s creation. 
Yes, I believe, if we begin to engage with the other with this conviction, peace will reign, for it will not be the peace that suits me and my selfish desires, but the peace that surpasses all human understanding. 
And yes I believe there will be sacrifices. But I also believe that if we make those sacrifices our faith descendents will remember our sacrifices in the same way as we remember the sacrifices of the saints who have gone before us.  
May God give us the courage to engage with the world from the very depths of our faith. Amen.
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