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    Today we recognize the life and contributions of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., minister, civil rights leader extraordinaire, intellectual, social reformer, author, recipient of countless accolades, awards, youngest winner of a Nobel Peace Prize, a charismatic leader, a parent and husband.  His life was literally given to acknowledge and uphold diversity.  And today also we can not help but be aware that the fruit of his courageous work is partially being born out in the next two days.  It is still hard to imagine that what existed fifty some years ago with dogs and clubs used on those gathered to seek justice will yield one of the largest crowds at an inauguration of a president in our countries history.  We DO have something to celebrate!  And I will also be so bold as to say that if it had not been for the tireless efforts of churches and church leaders, both black and white, that this day would not exist and Tuesday’s event would not occur.  Yes, the commitment of faith filled people to live what they believed is to be celebrated.  
     This does not mean, by any stretch of the imagination that we have arrived and now we can relax.  The acceptance of diversity has still a long way to go.  We still live in a city that holds the title of being the most segregated in the country.  And most cities reflect a clear distinction of racial lines drawn in the real estate.  Our schools still show uneven resources and under funded staffs depending on what side of the divide you live.  I could go on to demonstrate the lack of total inclusion in our public and private lives but you know that as well or better than I.  
     The scripture lesson for today is one that Martin Luther King Jr. urged us to live and one that Barak Obama is calling to our spirits to exemplify.  I give you a new commandment, that you love one another.  Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another.  By this everyone will know that you are my disciples.   Loving the other is not simply embracing those who look like, think like, act like me!  It is going beyond our comfort level.  It is going beyond what we have grown up with.  It is recognizing AND HONORING differences.  Love is not tolerating the other, but accepting the other as is.  
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     This passage is found in the context of Jesus having just identified that one of his disciples was going to betray him.  It is interesting to note that Judas is also one that the disciples were commanded to love.  He is to be included.  Love as Jesus spells it out here is clearly not a warm cuddly feeling.  It is a decision – an act of obedience.  Jesus commands us to love.  It is what we should do, not just when we, or if we, feel like it.  So let’s take a few minutes to acknowledge our differences.  
What are the various diversities we have here at Morgan Park?  
    It is in the context of these differences that love meets its test.  It is after all easy to love those who are similar to ourselves.  But love goes beyond self- interests.  So we then need to ask ourselves:

Why is diversity an important quality for me? 

    Let me answer that and then I will let others respond.  The acceptance of differences or the affirmation of diversity is important to me because when I was a kid I was called ELEPHANT!   Because when I was a kid I had buck-teeth or teeth that protruded and was called BUGS BUNNY.  It was not ok to be different.  I was self-conscious regarding my weight and disliked myself for years because of the appearance of my teeth. I wanted to live in a world where difference does not define character. I wanted love of sister or brother to be the norm no matter the size, the color, the age etc.  Loving one meant accepting one another AS IS! As I heard more and more of the good news of the gospel it became clear to me that I was accepted AS IS by God.  It is my responsibility to make that happen on a horizontal plane as well – that others know they are accepted AS IS by God… AND by God’s family.  

   Why is diversity important to you?

In what ways do we affirm the diversity of our congregation?

In what ways can we use diversity as strength both within our church family and for those outside our four walls?  
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     The more we examine diversity, the more I become aware that it calls forth from us something that does not come automatically.  Genuine love and acceptance is not of our creation.  It compels us once again to listen to I John which reminds us that love is of God.  Love saturates scripture.  Over and over again we are called to love as God first loved us.  So if we really want to be people of diversity, people loving one another we need to be people of prayer – people turning to God the source of love. 

     Mother Teresa is certainly a modern day example of one who modeled love.  Listen as she tells what has powered her gift of reaching out to the poorest of the poor.  (and I quote)  Everything starts from prayer.  Without asking God for love, we cannot possess love and still less are able to give it to others.  (unquote).  

     I am convinced that diversity is a gift we have to offer.  But I am also convinced that we need to tap the power of love that flows from God to allow that love to inspire and indwell others.  It is a spiritual gift; diversity is at the core nothing other than the reality of love.  As Mother Teresa discovered, as Martin Luther King Jr. discovered and as you and I can discover… that love, infused with prayer, can make a major impact on us and on the community we serve.  Let us demonstrate that we are disciples of Jesus Christ so others will be able to say of us  “how they love one another.”       
