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THE FOURTH SUNDAY IN LENT

PRAYING WITH OUR EYES

Seeing God in Others
Genesis 1:26-31; Matthew 5:1-16

What were you doing last Sunday evening at 8:00 p.m.?  If you are like
17.8 million of your fellow Americans, you were watching the now Oprah
Winfrey’s famous (or infamous, depending on your point of view) interview
with Prince Harry and Meghan Markle.  In addition, another 31 million people
were estimated to have watched it in other parts of the world.  On Friday
evening, it was aired again and I’m certain many millions more tuned in.  Yes,
I watched, too.

For whatever reasons, once we told all of the King Georges to stay out
of our affairs in America a couple of hundred years ago, we have been very
much interested in the affairs of the Royal Family.  Weddings, funerals, births
and battles within the House of Windsor captivate us.  Thus, it was not at all
surprising that so many people tuned in to hear what Harry and Meghan had
to say about leaving the life of royalty.

The interview gave us all a peak into the very private life of the Royal
Family.  I suppose it is always tempting to peek through the blinds into
someone else’s living room to see what is going on, but rarely does anyone
get a glimpse of what is going on in the Royal Family such as we got the other
night.  It was one of those conversations that held your attention for two hours
(including commercials) and it drew us into a discussion of topics that few
families ever want to have.  We also learned how our larger society often
treats individuals, families, and social realities with a less than compassionate
response.

As Meghan and Harry talked about their decision to withdraw from
active service with the Royal Family, we heard about Meghan’s struggle with
mental illness and how the people around her responded.  We learned that
few families, not even royalty, are able to escape the realities of racism.  We
were reminded of the indignity with which some people are treated for no
good reason.  And, I think, in all of it, we encountered a form of blasphemy
which we rarely acknowledge.



Mental illness is a challenge with which many people struggle just as
many of us struggle with heart disease, cancer, diabetes, obesity, addiction,
or any of a number of illnesses.  In addition to the often devastating effects
of mental illness is the fact that few people are willing to talk about it.  There
is generally a stigma that attaches itself to mental challenges that is not
generally present with other illnesses.  If I have a heart attack or am
diagnosed with cancer, I will seek medical help and ask you for your prayers
and support.  Not so with matters of the mind.  What Meghan reported
happened to her is exactly what any of us would fear might happen to us. 
First, her efforts to get help through officials who help manage the work of the
Royal Family were ignored when she was told that there was nothing the
institution of the Monarchy could do for her.  It was also a severe blow when
it was communicated that her struggle, if it became public, would reflect
negatively on the Royal Family.  Finally, there was the reaction after the
interview when some people, notably one television personality, outright
dismissed her claims of mental illness and distress.  It is so easy to say, “Just
pull yourself up by the bootstraps and get over it!” when hearing of someone
else’s struggles.  It is quite different when you yourself feel as if you are
drowning in a sea of insecurity, worry, blame, and depression.

Mental illness is a reality that does not escape many families in one way
or another.  It is also a challenge which can be helped.  Therapy, treatment,
and medications are available, but the primary prescription anyone needs is
the love and support of family and friends.  The compassion of a community
that is understanding of mental struggles is also a great medicine.  What is
not helpful, but is quite harmful, is for us to ignore the validity of mental
illness, to be ashamed because someone we love is struggling, or to dismiss
someone else’s illness as illegitimate.  We need to affirm that mental illness
does not make us any less of a person.  It is but another of the many
challenges that face us throughout life.  As with the abundance of other
challenges, with the support and help of other people, we can live a good and
meaningful life.

Racism has been an issue in the human family almost since Adam and
Eve moved out of the Garden to find a place of their own.  The Bible itself and
history in general reveal many instances of one group of people reacting
negatively to another group of people based on nothing more than a
difference in skin color or origin.  Our nation has been immersed in this
atrocity from the beginning and the past year has proved that we still have a
long way to go before we are able to, as Martin Luther King, Jr. said, “ . . .
judge someone by the content of their character rather than by the color of
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their skin.”  It is no wonder that there was a visceral reaction when Meghan
revealed that there were discussions within the family–before their baby was
born–about the possible shade of his skin.  

I don’t know how we ever got to the place where we began to believe
that in order to make ourselves feel better, we had to put someone else down. 
The whole idea behind the creation stories is that God created this
wonderfully diverse world for us humans to enjoy–all of us–together.  Then
there is the story of the Tower of Babel when, apparently in the only act of
total human unity, our ancestors decided to build a tower to the heavens so
that they could prove their dominance in the world.  In response, God tore
down the tower and dispersed the people throughout the world (Genesis 11). 
Clearly, the intention of the story is to explain why there are so many different
kinds of people with different languages, but the sad revelation is that when
we are united, we tend to try to prove we do not need God.  When we are
dispersed, we tend to try to prove we do not need one another.  Both attitudes
are contrary to God’s gift of life through creation.  Racism has no place in our
world and certainly not in our faith.

It has been obvious for many years that the Royal Family, like other
celebrities, are fodder for gossip, speculation, and tabloid reporting.  It is
disheartening, however, to see over and over the indignity with which some
people are treated.  Vulnerabilities are exposed and exploited.  Lies too often
suffice when the truth is inconvenient.  Individuals are threatened just
because they are “different” in some way when the ones who are making the
threats completely ignore the fact that they themselves may very well be the
ones who are different.  This kind of treatment is not limited to people who are
celebrities.  All people are susceptible to speculation, innuendo, and outright
malice.  It is tragic that we so often disregard human dignity because of our
own personal prejudices.  What we heard in the interview and what we see
every day in the news and on the streets is an unwillingness to treat one
another with the dignity and respect due a child of God.

As a result, at the core of this kind of treatment of one person by
another or of a group of people by another group is the sin of blasphemy. 
Blasphemy is the act of talking profanely or irreverently about God or sacred
things.  The problem with what happened with Meghan Markle and with
countless non-royal people every day is that God is not recognized within
them.  Without saying it outright, God is denied being the Creator, the
Heavenly Parent, and the indwelling Spirit of anyone who is treated as less
than fully human.  Any time we look upon or treat someone else as if they are
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of less value than we are, we commit blasphemy against God because we
deny the truth about God.

The biblical witness proclaims that God made each and every one of us
in God's own image and claimed us as kin through Jesus Christ.  As the
Apostle Paul joyfully declared, “for in Christ Jesus you are all children of God
through faith.  As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed
yourselves with Christ.  There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer
slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in
Christ Jesus.  And if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s offspring,
heirs according to the promise” (Galatians 3:26-29).  In all likelihood,
Abraham, like Jesus, had a darker shade of skin.  Yet, that does not matter
because, through faith, we are all sisters and brothers of Christ.  Our
responsibility is to see God in one another.  How do we do that?  How do we
see God in others?

This sermon is not a history lesson about the Royal Family or a lecture
about political correctness.  It is about seeing God in other people, which is
an exercise of faith, which is what we are about.  As we pray with our eyes
and look for God in things of beauty and wonder, we are also called to see
God in other people, but how?  How do we get past all of the prejudices and
preconceptions and pettiness that we so often see when we look at other
people?  Let’s see how Jesus handled it.  From Matthew’s account of Jesus’
“Sermon on the Mount,”  we are told:

When Jesus saw the crowds, he went up the mountain; and
after he sat down, his disciples came to him.  Then he began to
speak, and taught them, saying:

"Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of
heaven.

"Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.
"Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.
"Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness,

for they will be filled.
"Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.
"Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.
"Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called

children of God.
"Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness'

sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
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"Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you
and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account. 
Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for in the
same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.

"You are the salt of the earth; but if salt has lost its taste,
how can its saltiness be restored?  It is no longer good for
anything, but is thrown out and trampled under foot.

"You are the light of the world.  A city built on a hill cannot
be hid.  No one after lighting a lamp puts it under the bushel
basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all in the house. 
In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they
may see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven.

Matthew 5:1-16

Jesus looked out over that vast crowd in front of him made diverse by
ethnicity, gender, age, education, experience, religion, family origin,
occupation, health condition, intelligence, political persuasion, social status,
and just about any other identifier you can think of that often separates us. 
Jesus saw God in the people in front of him.  He did not see people according
to the way they looked or thought or believed.  He saw people according to
their needs and vulnerabilities, their strengths and blessings.  He saw people
who were poor and grieving and hungry and meek and merciful and pure in
heart and peacemakers and persecuted.  He saw children of God like you and
me who have enough challenges on our plates without someone diminishing
us with something over which we have no control.  He saw children of his
heavenly Father, his own brothers and sisters, and had compassion for them.

If you want to see God in someone else, look not at the "surface" issues
but at the deeper person he or she is.  If you want to see God in someone
else, look at what someone needs or what gifts and abilities they have to
offer.  If you want to see God in someone else, look at their heart.

As with art or nature or anything else in which we want to discover God,
we have to look closely and carefully when we look at one another. 
Otherwise, we might just miss some element of beauty, some bit of a surprise,
some treasure hidden in a rather ordinary vessel.   Study, reflect, and let the
other person speak to you instead of trying to interpret that person for
yourself.  Hopefully, someone else might just return the favor when they look
at you.  Blessed are you when you open your heart and your mind and your
hands to another person . . . and welcome them into your life.  You have just
discovered a sister or a brother.  You have seen God.  Amen.
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March 14, 2020 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

God of creation and renewal, of power and vulnerability, in your infinite
wisdom and love, you fashioned us from the dust of the earth and revealed
your holiness in human form when Jesus came to walk among us.  He was
scorned and mocked, yet he loved and accepted all he encountered and
extended mercy even to those who despised him.   Many rejected him from
their tables, yet he invites all to feast with him.  When he taught us of life in
God's kingdom and challenged us to respond to others with God's inclusive
love, he was accused and put to death, yet he offers abundant life to all who
will receive him.

Especially in this season of reflection and prayer, you invite us into
conversation and accompany us on our journey of life and faith, yet we
confess, O God, that we have not extended the same compassion and
hospitality that have been granted to us.   We have feared or refused the
stranger because we have believed our resources too meager.  We have
stereotyped the other as suspicious or inferior because we did not make the
effort to understand.  We have been too busy trying to impress our important
guests, thereby serving our own needs, instead of demonstrating welcome to
the ones who could not repay our kindness.  We have overlooked the beauty
in those who speak a different language or wear different clothing or hold
different beliefs and have often failed to recognize your image within them. 
We have clutched tightly to the gifts you have given to us, believing that we
have earned or deserved them, rather than sharing freely and joyfully out of
the extravagant generosity with which you have filled our lives. For these and
all the times we have rejected those we have been called to love and to serve,
have mercy on us, O God.

Today and every day that is to come, let our weary hearts be revived
and our hungry souls be fed, that nurtured by your hospitality and grace, we
may feed others with physical nourishment, with the sustenance of dignity and
justice, with the wine of compassion, and with the bread of true friendship. 
May we model with our lives what it means to love others as Christ has loved
us.  Through the gift of the Holy Spirit, may Christ live in us and we in him so
that we may welcome, love, and serve all our brothers and sisters in the
human family, and in so doing, receive you.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


