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Let us pray: In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, AMEN.  
I love Jesus! I wish I had the wisdom to respond in ways that no one would dare ask me any more questions!   However, the good news is that that is not what God is saying to me through the Gospel reading today.  What God is saying to me, nonetheless, is to speak about the growing need to understand the ways in which questioning can amount to being a mental exercise; an exercise that is as distant to the first and second greatest commandments as the sun is from Pluto
I remember Data from Star Trek.  In one of the episodes that focused on love, Data in spite of all his effort, admitted that love was not something he could understand or even feel.
Love is not an idea to be processed by the brain. Love is an experience.  I thank God every day that He did not give me a faith that could be understood, but one that is experienced.  You and I are invited to experience God’s Holiness through love.  God is Holy, therefore, we have the invitation to be Holy.  This is not an invitation to prove ourselves better or superior, it is not about us at all.  We are to be Holy because our God is Holy.  
And that Holiness is lived through the experience of love in a community.  So, if someone eats from what is offered to God on the third day, the punishment is the loss of relationship from the community of love. Loss of relationship of love is the loss of an experience of God’s Holiness.  And that is why the second commandment is “like” the first, “you shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  They are actually not two commandments, they are two ways of saying the same thing; two ways of extending the same invitation; the invitation to experience God's Holiness, by being Holy.  
But that is not how the church has always been able to live through the ages.  We find in the New Testament a great deal of tension with this very simple truth.  We find people arguing over this way of thinking and that way of thinking; forgetting that the church is a community of those gathered around God’s love for the world; not God’s ideas for the world.  
I studied under Prof. Fredrick Herzog who was a white liberation theologian and a very close friend of Gustavo Gutierrez.   So in his systematic theology courses we had to read a lot of Gutierrez and other Latin American liberation theologians.  I remember that I just could not stand at the time the expression, “God’s preferential option for the poor”.  I detested that expression and wrote paper after paper arguing my dislike of this expression.  Don’t get me wrong, I loved the core of what liberation theology stood for, and I loved Prof. Herzog.  More so because of what I saw in his life than the ideas he presented in the classroom.  In fact, I loved and admired him so much that I named the school I started in Pakistan after him.  And that, from day one, got me in trouble in that society because the rumor mill associated Herzog with a Jewish identity and that in an Islamic country is obviously a big no no.  After all the Koran is pretty clear about the disbelievers in Surah 2 verse 191: “kill them wherever you find them”.  But that is another story for another day.
My contention with the expression “God’s preferential option for the poor” was, and is, that it turns people with lesser means into an ideological construct.  The God I believe in is not a God of ideas, but a God a love.  “The poor” are not an idea, they are people.  God loves people regardless.  God did not send his only begotten son because he loved the poor, or any other such construct, but because he loved the entire world.  
And that is the challenge for us today just as it has been for the church for centuries.  You see we humans have this tendency to want to form community around ideas.  Some societies are unfortunately better at this than others.  We right here are very good at it.  I often feel that we make ideas the bedrock foundation of our being gathered.  And with that folly, we perpetually find ourselves polarized.  Just look around and you will see how our society and church is fragmented today because we are forming communities around ideas.  Ideas are mental processes.  God does not invite us to live in Holiness in a world of ideas, but in a world of real flesh and blood people.  People like Peter, Paul, Luke, you, me, and yes Judas; around a single table; not pushing agendas and arguing over what is right or what is wrong but breaking bread together; enjoying the simple act of life together.  Argumentation, questions, and answers in God’s Holiness are out of place; not because God is displeased with thinking, that is not what I am saying; what I am saying is: God’s Holiness is an experience of love, love that transcends the limits of ideas; love that is for the entire world, love that is lived by rubbing shoulders not by talking about it in intelligible ways.  The beauty of it all is that you don’t have to be intelligent to love.  In fact, the symbol of love for us Christians, the cross, has been and continues to be a stumbling block for many.  But that is what love is, incomprehensible.  
Often times when I speak about Islam, in this country, I am quickly labeled as a conservative, a dogmatic, or even a bigot.  At first I used to take such a response to heart. But now I feel I understand why I receive such a response.  I feel that we are doing ourselves a great deal of disservice in this society by forming community around ideas and removing ourselves from real life experiences of being a community.  I have found that the greatest pain in this society is that of loneliness.  People are lonely in this culture.  Increasingly we are affording ourselves fewer and fewer places where we can gather without being rallied by an idea.  There is of course an advantage to being gathered around an idea; you don’t have to deal with the mess of having a real body share space with you; it can all be virtual, through media, and through the distance of a printing press.  So, we can feel united and part of one community across the country without ever having to share the same physical space.  So there is a great advantage to that.  But the disadvantage is that we never learn to tolerate and be patient with those we have to share space with.  For that reason, self-selected communities are not communities, in my opinion, they are vain attempts to validate our loneliness in a crowd. 
The nutshell consequence of this is that we defend our ideas but know not much about tolerance and living together. We have polarized our country and all the institutions within it, including the one that is commissioned to speak about the God of love!  
Isn’t it telling that the Gospel of John, the Gospel most concerned about the early Christian community begins Jesus’ ministry not at a mountain top teaching the ideas of religion, but at a party, where people are gathered not because of their ideas but because of their life together.  I am very happy that last week we enjoyed ourselves at a party.  I hope and pray that we will begin to appreciate the value of life together that is much beyond ideas and much more comprehensive and therefore completely incomprehensible; incomprehensible like God’s decision to give his only begotten son on the cross out of God’s love. 
I leave you today with a story from my life: Most of you know by now that I started and ran a school in Pakistan.  What most of you may not know is that all of the students and teachers at that school were Muslims. These were people I fell in love with and in Paul’s words,  I so deeply cared for them that I was determined to share with them not only the gospel of God but also my own self, because they had become very dear to me.  
So, once this very fine teacher came to my office in tears.  She was being forced to accept marriage to a person living in a deeply conservative and closed part of Pakistan.  She feared spending the rest of her life behind closed doors. She was deeply troubled.  I immediately called in two other female colleagues to help me console her and also to think through how we could help her in her situation.  So, the staff, all Muslim, after my exhortation to not leave one of our members in pain, decided to send one staff member to her family to express her concern and to seek an alternate; while the other colleagues took on the job of finding a better proposal for her; someone that would be more acceptable to her.  
This was an extremely daring act on our part because in Pakistan people are killed if they deviate from family honor.  So while I was in the thick of this situation, one morning my dad looked me right in my eyes and said to me, “you do understand that they can kill you for helping her resist”. With the same intensity I looked into his eyes and said, “As a follower of Christ, what do you want me to do?”  And then there was a silence as we both intently stared into each other’s eyes.  Then he gave me a warm hug and wrapping me in his arms said, “God be with you”!  
[bookmark: _GoBack]We were never able to stop that marriage from taking place.  Our colleague left us with swollen eyes from days of crying. Then she returned after some months.  I expected her to be pregnant by then, as is the expectation of the Pakistani culture, but she was not.  I asked her the reason and she said, “I am afraid I may give birth to a girl; I don’t want her to live through this.” To which I responded, “God will take care of your child, at this time you need to take care of yourself, if you do not bear a child, you do understand that you will be subject to a miserable life.”  Months later her brother called me to secure a place for her at the local Christian hospital for she insisted that that is where she wanted her baby to open its eyes.  And then I learned she gave birth to a baby girl.  
So now, a decade later, when a former student, a Muslim girl child, sends me a facebook message saying, “God Bless you and I promise that I will try to live your dream” I feel I know what she means.  Amen.      
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