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Let us pray: In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, .  
Mullah tay Mushalchee dohan iko chit
Lokan kurday chanana, aap henaraiy wich
You did not get a word of what you just heard, right? Well, not to worry, neither did those for whom these words were intended!
These are words of a Punjabi sufi poet Bulleh Shah. He says:
Mullah (the clergy) and the torch-bearer, both are from the same flock  Guiding others; themselves in the dark     
Bulleh Shah, like most of the Sufi poet’s in South Asia, was extremely critical of the outward expressions of Islam, and in some cases, even of Hinduism.  For good reason, Orthodox Islam refuses to accept such Sufi interpretations of Islam. Which, in the Orthodox mind, are not in congruence with the Scripture and Tradition of Islam.
Sufism, especially in South Asia, was and continues to be, an esoteric or mystical expression of knowing God.  For the Sufi, religion and religious laws and tradition are of no real value if the relationship with God is lost in the process.  Therefore, a Sufi could easily transcend the trappings of his or her religion and claim universality in relationship with God; and also, for the same reason be very critical of any religion, his or someone else’s, for laying too much emphasis on laws, doctrines, and rituals that may  come in the way of such a relationship. 
Mysticism is not specific to South Asia or to Islam or Hinduism. Every religion has its share of mystic or esoteric thought and tradition.  It is particularly appealing to societies like ours where even to beg one first needs a license.  So, societies overburdened with rules and regulations find a deep sense of relief, calm and peace in mysticism such as that of Sufism.  It particularly appeals to people who think that if only we could somehow fix our own selves individually, then, the whole world would be a utopian heaven.  So it stands in diametric opposition to those, such as the Orthodox Muslims, who wish to fix the entire world through a set of rules and regulations, the Sharia.
But Christian faith is not esoteric, neither is it completely exoteric. It offers a unique alternate to these two extremes.  Yes, relationship with God is a direct relationship between a human person and God, with nothing, other than these two, defining or controlling that relationship.  But at the same time, Christian faith is not about just a person and her relationship with God, it is also about her relationship with fellow humans.  Therefore, Christian faith cannot be lived in the isolation of an esoteric community.  It has to be lived in the world.  And to live in that world there are some rules which are equally important.  
So, Jesus does not negate the value of the law and teachings of Moses; the seat of Moses is important. But equally important is what the Sufi tradition highlights, the purity of heart.  Christian faith is perhaps the only faith that maintains a beautiful balance between these two approaches to achieving Holiness.   
However, unlike the Sufi approach, in Christian faith we are called to live this balance in the reality of the beauty and the ugliness of the world.  Christian faith does not allow us the luxury to live in a secluded utopia.  Neither does it give us the permission to make others submit to our view point by force. Instead, it calls us to a life of living out the Gospel in the real world.  Which essentially means, that, we need courage to speak truthfully in the real world. Like Jesus we should also be able to speak to the Pharisees and the Scribes of our time when their words and their actions are in need of congruence. And by extension, we should have the capacity to be introspective of our own congruence in words and actions.  
That I can tell you is perhaps the hardest thing in the world to do.  It is perhaps easier to be a torch bearer for the whole world or an esoteric mystic but very hard to be an introspective person with a voice and impact in the real world, for the real world.
So, do like they tell you but don’t do what they are doing! Because what they are saying is good stuff. Unlike the Sufi tradition that fails to see the good in universality of truth claims, Jesus encourages us to give due respect and recognition to that. And unlike the Orthodox view of Islam, Jesus lays a heavy emphasis on personal and individual responsibility towards the formation of a just society much beyond a set of rules. Yet, like the Sufi tradition, Jesus also wants us to be introspective and struggle with the self to find that good in the individual that could contribute to the making of a good society that lives out the letter and the spirit of the Law.  
So that’s why I love Jesus! His way is uniquely comprehensive and uniquely difficult to achieve.  Yet, through history it has proved to provide a balance and check against the oppression of a society that is so esoteric that it loses its ability to raise voice against oppression, and the one that is so oppressive that it continuously suffers from violence.  There is a reason why Burma, and other nations like it have the histories that they do and the Middle Eastern countries the histories that they have had and are going through.  But more on that some other day.
The point is that Jesus has given us a responsibility; the responsibility to be introspective and the responsibility to engage with the world in ways that uphold the universality of the Gospel.  So, when we do that we have to be simultaneously courageous to raise voice against the injustice we see around the world as we raise voice against the injustice we see within ourselves.  
So let me begin with introspection.  I have now shared this at smaller forums, how, while I love to talk about following Jesus courageously even to the point of cross, when I became the victim of an oppressive regime in Pakistan, I chickened out, I took the first opportunity I found to make my escape.  Receive this as a confession if you will.  I tried but I was not worthy of being his disciple when the weight of the cross came upon my shoulders.  My Lord has blessed me immensely since then, and I wonder what is in store for me in the coming days.  I want to be more daring the next time. And I want prayers for that.  I keep hoping that that was just a formation experience, the real cross is still ahead.
And now the courageous task of seeking congruence for those around us.  I must say it deeply troubles me when I see signs like the “Episcopal Church Welcomes you” and then when I walk into that church I am unable to see it reflect the demographics it exists in; especially the demographics of race.  It is most painful at larger events like the Diocesan convention where diversity is at an all-time low!  Do we really welcome everyone or should there be a subtext, “do as we say but not as we do”?  
I know it is hard, isn’t it?  But the good news is that life in Christ is about looking ahead not living in the past.  We live in hope, that is, we live with a desire for a better future. And we live in faith, that is, we live relying on the author of our salvation. And we live in love, that is, we live acknowledging our mistakes and forgiving one another as we care for one another. 
So, when Jesus says what he does to the Pharisees and the Scribes, it is not out of judgment, but out of love, out of faith, and out of hope.  Therefore, I believe the challenge for us is to be introspective, to hold society’s words and actions in congruence, and to do this not out of judgment but out of faith, hope, and love.  
May God’s light show us the way! Amen!
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