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I was in Columbia, South Carolina, recently, with a group of senior ministers of large Presbyterian churches from across the country. We meet twice a year. Usually we talk theology or church politics. But this time was different. 

On the first day our morning worship service was led by an earnest, young associate pastor at our host church, in charge of the church’s mission in the city. He gave a lovely homily on the healing of a leper, on the willingness of Jesus to touch those whom society viewed as untouchable. We all murmured our assent about how Jesus brings healing simply by touching those who had not been touched by another human being for a long time – lepers and other outcasts.

After worship a church member came into the room and gave a testimony, describing the ministry of touch she was involved in – a foot-care program. She proceeded to demonstrate (on the senior minister!) how they wash and clean and groom the feet of those living on the streets and under the bridges of Columbia. She finished and as we were complimenting her on such a fine and generous ministry, our host pastor announced that we were all getting on the bus and going downtown ourselves to spend a few hours feeding and caring for the feet of the homeless.

I suspected this was not going to be a Maundy Thursday-like foot-washing, where the feet have all been pedicured in advance. I was right. Sometimes we need to be jolted from our religious complacency in order to cut through the layers under which we hide the power and meaning of our faith. 

Not long ago, when Hurricane Irene was bearing down on the east coast, weather forecasters began using the phrase “cone of uncertainty.” They couldn’t predict the hurricane’s direction and were avoiding making an exact declaration. Since New York found itself right in the middle of that zone where Irene might make landfall – or not – and the weekend was coming, churches in Manhattan had to choose whether to cancel worship that Sunday – or not. They found themselves in the cone of uncertainty. 

It’s too good a metaphor to pass up. It’s precisely where many churches – and many individuals – find themselves these days, and not just on stormy Sundays. I know I felt uncertain as we rode the bus downtown to the homeless shelter to participate in the foot-care ministry. Did I really need to do this? Did my faith require this of me? 

Especially in the mainline wing of the Protestant movement, we’ve become reluctant to make definitive declarations about our faith and what it requires of us. We worry about overstating a theological claim and thereby offending a person of another religious tradition.  We shy away from getting too personal about our own spiritual experience, lest we be mistaken for a religious extremist. We make so much room for doubt that we forget the basic commitments expected of those who follow Jesus.  

It’s a hand-wringing version of Christianity. We can find ourselves caught in a theological cone of uncertainty.
The desire for more clarity about religious matters may have prompted the question from the lawyer: “Teacher,” he says to Jesus, “Which commandment in the law is the greatest?" (Matthew 22:36)
Any Jew then or now knows the greatest commandment. It’s called the shema, after the first word in it:

Shema Israel: Hear, O Israel, the Lord your God is one God. You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind. 

Surely the lawyer knows the Shema. Most commentators take his question to be a cynical attempt to entrap Jesus. But maybe it’s more straightforward than that. Maybe the lawyer wants out of the theological cone of uncertainty in which he is caught: “Tell me, Jesus,” he might actually be saying, “What’s at the heart of this movement of yours? How would you summarize the core of your faith?”

The lawyer’s question breaks through the uncertainties that pursue us in our time, as well: what does it mean to obey God? What does our faith require of us? 

I didn’t admit it to the other ministers on the bus, but that’s about where I was on our way downtown. The host pastor had said we could opt out of the foot-washing if we wanted to. That option was sounding pretty good – but what did my faith require of me?

For Jews the answer lies in the notion of covenant. To obey God means to keep covenant with God, to follow the commandment God gives to the people Israel: to love God with everything we have – mind, body, and soul. 

The sign of the covenant is circumcision. It’s the Jewish antecedent of the baptism we Christians practice: a sign that we belong to God. The author of Deuteronomy urges us to think more broadly about the practice: “Circumcise… the foreskin of your heart,” he writes.

A circumcised heart is a heart that has been opened. A closed heart cannot see beyond itself. It’s turned in on itself and shut off from the world. An open heart, in contrast, brims with compassion. It longs to love. An open heart knows that we belong to God and to no other.

There’s an old prayer in the Christian tradition attributed to Patrick of Ireland, from the fifth century. It speaks of that which “binds” us to God. “I bind unto myself today,” the prayer begins, “the strong name of the Trinity.”  “I bind this day to me forever,” it goes on, “by power of faith, Christ's incarnation; his baptism in the Jordan River; his death on the cross for my salvation.” 

The prayer’s language is deeply covenantal. It insists that all of human life is bound to God:

I bind unto myself today

the power of God to hold and lead,

God's eye to watch, God's might to stay,

God's ear to hearken to my need,

the wisdom of my God to teach,

God's hand to guide, God's shield to ward,

the word of God to give me speech,

God's heavenly host to be my guard.”

When we arrived at the shelter I went inside and headed straight for the kitchen. I went to work there preparing lunch. Let the others worry about the feet, I said silently; I’m needed here. But soon the food was ready and I found myself wandering into the foot-care room, looking at two empty chairs facing each other, a plastic tub in between. 
It was there that I met a woman I’ll call Linda. She was a 43-year old single mom of three, a janitor in the bus depot until she lost her job. She’d been without a home or her children since last winter. She was HIV-positive. She was diabetic and very large. Linda had no upper teeth. And her feet – swollen and sore – needed cleaning. 

John Calvin said, 

“We are not our own: in so far as we can, let us therefore forget ourselves and all that is ours. We belong to God. Let us therefore live for God…in order that we may apply the whole force of our ability in the service of the Lord.”

What Does It Mean to Obey God? For the ancient Hebrew people there is no uncertainty about it: obeying God means serving others, especially the most vulnerable. “You shall love the stranger,” Deuteronomy says, “for you were strangers in the land of Egypt.” (Deuteronomy 22:19)
For those of us who follow Jesus obeying God similarly means to love our neighbor, especially those whom we might otherwise consider unlovable. On this our tradition is clear. There is no mistaking it. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer said, “The church is the church only when it exists for others.” (A Testament to Freedom [San Francisco: Harper, 1990], p. 537 
That is the life into which we will baptize little Francis Thomas and Elisabeth Violet this morning. They will come to the font and be welcomed through water. This is no nice cultural ritual we do for the parents; baptism initiates these children into an open-heart community that has at its core a commitment to live for others. 

Thomas Merton put it like this:
“Life is this simple. We are living in a world that is absolutely transparent, and God is shining through it all the time... If we abandon ourselves to God and forget ourselves, we see it sometimes... It becomes very obvious that God is everywhere and in everything and we cannot be without God.” (Quoted in Marcus Borg, The Heart of Christianity [San Francisco: Harper, 1989], p. 155)

I spent half an hour with Linda, rinsing her feet in a tub of warm water, gently soaping them with a washcloth, rinsing them and repeating the process several times, then drying them and trimming her toenails, then massaging her sore feet and lower legs with lotion. We talked as I worked. She was hopeful that things were turning around in her life that she might get into an apartment soon. She was in a transition program and getting help. Her HIV had not become full-blown AIDS. She had meds for her diabetes. She was receiving disability income from social security. She was in touch with her children. 

Linda was not a statistic in a homeless census report, not a stereotype or caricature. She was a human being with the same hopes and needs and dreams any one of us has. 

We are bound together by our shared humanity. I think of St. Patrick’s prayer: I bind unto myself this day… I think of Bonhoeffer writing from prison that “the church is the church only when it exists for others.” 

I think of Calvin declaring, “We are not our own.”  I think of Merton saying that if we abandon ourselves to God and forget ourselves, we see God shining through the world. I hear the words of Deuteronomy: “You shall love the stranger, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt.”
The time with Linda ended with my pulling onto her feet clean, new socks. I helped her into her shoes and we stood up. We shook hands, wished each other well, and said goodbye.  

When Jesus says the greatest commandment is to love God and to love neighbor, he means something as personal and intimate as washing another’s feet, and as broad and public as working to change unjust systems. We serve God in doing both.     

What Does It Mean to Obey God? Let there be no “cone of uncertainty” here: obeying God means having an open and compassionate heart. It means loving God by serving the most vulnerable. It means living for others. 

Thanks be to God.

Amen.

Prayers of the People – Stephen Robertson
O God of Covenant and Promise, as a sign of your love, you have set before us your commandments.  They are the law of life and the requirements for living in relationship with you and with others.   You have challenged us that we should love you with our whole heart and soul, and love our neighbor as ourselves.  Free us then, we pray, for joyful obedience to your commandments, that in our hearts we will show our devotion and praise to you, and that through our lives, we will demonstrate our love of neighbor and stranger alike.  Lead us to nurture our faith in our covenant relationship with you, and then to turn our faith outward in service to others.

Today, we are especially mindful of our neighbors who lack sufficient housing and a place which they can call home.  Guide us and the other congregations of this downtown area to work together in to end homelessness in our area.  Help us to foster places that are more than just a shelter from the weather, but are truly a home that embraces individuals and families in living.

We pray for those in other places and situations in our world as well.  We lift our prayers for your salaam, your shalom, and your peace for those people in the countries of the Middle East where violence, war, insurgency, and hostility are too much a part of daily life.  Especially we pray for the people of Syria, where the streets have been filled with those who stand daily against the threat of arrest and death to protest the ways of brutality and oppression.  We also pray for the people of Egypt, Libya, Bahrain, Yemen, and other countries where the seeds of democracy have been planted but are struggling to grow against the entrenched regimes.

Hear our prayers also for the continuing economic crisis that has gripped our world.  We ask for your direction and guidance for the leaders of nations around the world, including our own, struggling with difficult budgets, burdensome debt, and overwhelming needs.  We pray also for the many individuals and families who have borne the brunt of these difficulties; for those who have lost jobs, depleted savings, and given up hope.  Guide them through the troubled waters, and bring them safely to the other side of this challenging time.  And help us also to hear and respond to the cries for economic justice coming from the plazas and parks and streets of our cities.

In the midst of this world of difficulty and uncertainty, we are thankful for the gift of new life and the promise of new life in faith for those we baptize this day.  We remember also those who grieve the end of earthly life, and ask for your comfort and peace to be with their families and friends.  We know too well that the journey through life is often fraught with struggles and difficulties.  For those who suffer in all forms in mind, body, and spirit, we pray for your healing touch and your uplifting presence in their lives and in the lives of those who care for them and support them in their convalescence.

And hear us now, as your covenant people who seek to follow your commandments, as we pray together the prayer which Christ taught his disciples to pray, saying: “Our Father, who art in heaven…”
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