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     If you are like me you are getting tired of the political bickering back and forth.  Sometimes it’s over words taken out of context.  Sometimes it is quarrelling over policies.  When it gets the most tiring is when it seems to be a personal insult or insinuation.  The fuss this week over the “Lipstick on a pig” statement is a case in point.  One side attempted to make it a personal attack while the other maintained it was referring to an ideology that didn’t look as good as it was made out to be.  Just think, we have another fifty plus days of listening to this – or trying our best to ignore it!!  On one hand we wish it would go away, on the other we say “well its just politics!”  What can you expect?  Both candidates are trying to convince us of the right way to be political.  Each is making a case for his particular view. 
     But before we get to comfortable on our high horse we may have to take a look at our selves.  Romans 14 depicts a picture very similar to “lipstick on a pig mentality.”  It describes only to accurately the quarreling that goes on in churches.  What is the right way to be religious?  There are different points of view.  Quarrels regarding religious practices plaque every Christian generation.

WHAT DIFFERING POINTS OF VIEW HAS THE CHURCH GONE THROUGH OVER THE COURSE OF RECENT HISTORY?

Paul states in the Roman passage that some church members believe in eating anything, while others make a case for being vegetarian.  Some think one day to be better than another, while others think they are all the same.  
If we listen to some of the ways the church of today has quarreled when we are not involved they sound about as rational as lipstick on a pig.  Paul is concerned about adjudicating or resolving these differences without destroying the fabric of the Christian community.  It is interesting that while he lifts up the differences, Paul does not take sides.  Rather he places the discussion squarely on the integrity of the relationship with God, not on any given religious practice.  The health of the community is more important than “rightness” of any religious practice.  Tolerance of one another, however, is not adopting an attitude of “anything goes” in the church. 
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 Rather it is acknowledging that the primary reality is that Christians belong to God.  That is more important than anything else.  As children of the same God we are to honor one another and seek to be at peace with all.  

     One of the reasons we do have discord in the church at times is because we care deeply.  And one of the things we care most deeply about is our faith, our relationship to God.  Honest differences can and do occur.  And in the context of disagreements we are to live out the newness that Christ’s resurrection offers us.  Some principles can guide us in such times. Let me share with you a few:

     Treat each other with respect.

     Acknowledge that we all desire to be faithful to Jesus Christ

     Listen to understand (not refute) the other.

     Focus on ideas and suggestions, not on the other’s motives, intelligence

         or integrity.

     Speak the truth in love

(A fuller presentation of these principles can be found in “Seeking to be Faithful Together” published by the Presbyterian Denomination.)

     This passage reminds us once again that the individual is subservient to the community.  The idea of the “common good” has been lost in our recent history.  Individual rights have been stressed, and I will add – necessary- but it has been at the cost of remembering the community.  Paul attacks the thought that one is greater than the many.  We do not live to ourselves, he 

says, if we live, we live to the Lord.  ….  Why do you despise your brother or your sister?  For we all stand before the judgment seat of God.  So then each of us will be accountable to God.  
     Some times we have disagreements that are so strong that one or the other or perhaps both parties have been offended or wronged.  The Mathew passage calls us to forgiveness.  We know intellectually that we as Christians are to forgive one another.  But sometimes that seems impossibility.  The grievance seems so severe, the consequence of the other’s action so horrendous that forgiveness seems inappropriate.

     The evil of discrimination, whether based on race, age, gender or sexual preference can cut very deep.  I marvel at people who face it day in and day out and still maintain a positive attitude.  The entire world was amazed when the Black South Africans came into power and did so without blood shed.  There had been fears that blood was going to flow in the streets following
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the cruelties of apartheid.  But instead, the leaders of the black community that represented the church instigated a radical new approach – Truth and 
reconciliation.  It sought to merge justice and mercy.  It was a powerful testimony to the world regarding the power of love for all, in a world that had been devoid of such a reality. 

     Following 9-11 and our subsequent war with Iraq I read a letter from one of the black Pastors from South Africa.  He spoke of the value of example of Martin Luther King’s nonviolent efforts in bringing about a new day for all in the U.S... He pointed to Gandhi, Mandela, Mother Teresa and others who sought to bring peace to the broken world.  Then he noted  9- 11 and the shock it brought to world.  We were just reminded of this horrible even again this past Thursday.  He acknowledged the evil of terrorism and the need to respond to this kind of violence.  But then he goes on and I quote him:  Hence the world was praying for you and for peace everywhere in the world.  We had hoped that your country would not retaliate with violence.  When you did, the world lost a graceful time that could have produced peace. (unquote – Maake J. Masango) 
HOW DO YOU THINK THE WORLD WOULD LOOK TODAY IF WE HAD CONFRONTED EVIL WITH GOOD?
     What would it be like if we believed that the fruit of reconciliation and love is peace?  Jesus’ call for forgiveness is a radical challenge. The ten thousands talents the servant was forgiven was equal to wages of a day laborer for 150,000 years.  An impossibility to repay.  The forgiveness of the debt was not an example of justice but mercy.  Christ’ call to us regarding forgiveness is radical.  It is rooted in our being forgiven by God.  It is a product of mercy not justice.  To be forgiven means to give up the power game of playing innocent verses guilty. We acknowledge that we join the crowd of forgiven sinners.  We then turn to those who have sinned against us and need to deal in mercy.  This does NOT mean we do not hold others accountable for their actions.  Standards and values need to be maintained otherwise there is nothing to forgive.  But whether we do that with our love of power or the power of love will reflect our living as Christ calls us to live in newness of life, remembering that we all stand before the judgment seat of God. (Romans 14:10).
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     In our disputes, either in the church or in society we are called to a higher standard.  One that might challenge our own behavior, it might cause us to 
stand up for the weak, the oppressed, it might call us to forgive others even when we don’t feel like it. But it also might call us to seek forgiveness when we have tried to justify our own behavior with the use of lipstick.  
     In conclusion, let us remember that we are forgiven by a God who is the creator of the whole world.  Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him. (John 3:17)  Our challenge is to so represent the Son that the world will see the radical new life possible in him.  Let us use the tools of love and forgiveness to bring about reconciliation in the world.  Fight evil, hold to what is good while we seek God’s reign in the world.      
