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First Reading

Our theme this morning is brotherhood and sisterhood,
How we walk with those with whom we agree and disagree,

And in keeping with our practice this month of looking

Into the Bible for texts that apply.
Let us listen to these words:

From the famous story in Genesis about Cain and Abel:

“Cain said to his brother, “Let us go out into the field.”  

And when they were in the field, Cain rose up against his brother Abel.  

Then the Lord said to Cain, “Where is your brother Abel?”
And he said, “I do not know; am I my brother’s keeper?”

And the Lord said, “What have you done?  Listen, your brother’s blood

Is crying out to me from the ground.”

From the prophet Amos, this line:

“Can two walk together, except they be agreed?”

From the Beatitudes in the Gospel of Matthew, these words:

“You have heard it said to those in ancient times, “you shall not murder.”

But I say to you that if you are angry with a brother or sister,

Or if you insult your brother or sister,

And if you say ‘you fool,’ you will be liable to judgment.

So when you offering your gift at the altar,

And you remember that your brother or sister has something against you,
Leave your gift there before the altar and go reconcile yourself with your 

Or sister first, and then come and offer your gift.

From the Letters of Paul to the Romans:

“Who are we to pass judgment on the servants of another?

Why do we pass judgment on our brothers and sisters,

Or despise our brothers or sisters?

For we all stand before the spirit,

And each of us will be accountable.  

So let us no longer pass judgment on one another,

And resolve instead never to put a stumbling block or hindrance

In the way of another.”

And finally this line, from 1 John:

“those who love the Spirit must love their brothers and sisters also.”

Reading

Our second reading comes from my colleague and friend Mark Belletini,
Minister of our congregation in Columbus, Ohio and author of many

Wonderful words that speak to the spirit.

This reading, which I have printed for us in the insert so that you 

May take it home with you and keep the words close,

Was one Mark wrote for the Jewish holy day of Yom Kippur,

Which was celebrated last Thursday.

The title – Kol Nidrei – refers to the prayer spoken in synagogues

During the evening Yom Kippur service.  Translated, it means: “all vows.”

An invitation to us to think of these as our vows:

A Kol Nidrei 

Let’s set it all down, you and me.
The disappointments.
Little and large.
The frustrations.
Let’s open our fists and drop them.
The useless waiting.
The obsession with what we cannot have.
The focus on foolish things.
The pin-wheeling worry which wears us out.
The fretting.
Let’s throw them down.
The comparisons of ourselves with others.
The competition, as if Domination
was the best name we could give to God.
The cynical assumptions.
The unspoken, shelved anger.
Let’s toss them.
The inarticulate suspicions.
The self-doubt.
The pre-emptive self-dumping.
The numbing bouts of self-pity.
Let’s sink them all like stones.
Like stones in the pool of this gift of silence.
Let’s drop them like hot rocks
into the cool silence.
And when they’re gone,
let’s lay back gently, and float,
float on the calm surface of the silence.
Let’s be supported in this still cradle
of the world, new-born, ready for anything.

“Thou Shall Not Other-ize: Second in Series of Election Sermons”
Several weeks ago, in my first sermon in this three-part series on the election,

I imagined a letter from me to our four candidates on their use

Of faith language.  

At the urging of several of you, I sent it off to them and promptly received

No response.

I did notice, however, that their sometimes cynical, sometimes exploitive

Use of faith language to win votes and influence people declined

Somewhat after I gave that sermon.

You know that pop song featured in the movie Bruce Almighty that begins:

“I’ve Got the Power”?  That’s how I felt.  Kind of.  

Ever since then I’ve wondered what would happen if we upped the ante.
I’ve wondered particularly as the decrease in faith language

By our candidates seemed to be replaced conversely, ironically, 

With their negative campaigning.

It’s almost as if they said, “Invoking God didn’t seem to work; let’s try bringing in the devil.”

And what I have been imagining is what it would be like to take in the view of
All this quarrelling from above, as if we could take on the eyes and ears of God

And see and hear the candidates and ourselves with a fresh perspective.

What might we notice?  What might we see?  What might we change?
What it would be like to hear what God was thinking?
With these questions in mind,

and perhaps because I have been watching my daughter grow obsessed

This fall with writing and drawing in a diary,

What I imagined was God sitting on a bed at the end of the day,

Wearing slippers, drinking tea, and peering below at us while writing entries

In a diary about his or feelings (please take your pick on gender).
And what I have done is brought some of these imagined entries with me this morning.

But first, some assumptions we need to make for the purposes of our

Listening: 

I know we all believe different things about God in this room, 
I love that about us, but for this exercise let’s assume that God exists.

Let’s also assume that God has a bedroom above us in the clouds,
And let’s say you can decorate this room any way you want in your mind.

Let’s also assume God is watching us; 
That her heart breaks when our hearts break; that her joy is our joy.

Let’s assume that God is a loving God who only wants from us one thing,
Which is for us to be loving to each other.   

And let’s assume that God has given us permission to read her diary;

In other words, let’s assume we’re not invading any privacy here.

So let’s begin:
Sunday night, early October:

Dear Diary,

I need a vacation.  Many prayers said to me over the weekend,
Many things said in my name I don’t agree with,

Many petitions for things I cannot provide.
Why do the people think I can help them win the lottery 

Or guide the course of hurricanes or make sure their team wins?

When I created the world I didn’t attach it with strings.

It isn’t my puppet.  I am not its master.  
Like a parent I try to offer guidance,
And like a child the world and its people are free to choose whether they will listen.
I said I need a vacation – I wonder if that little place up in the mountains

Of the universe is open later this week.

I could use the silence.

Lately the never-ending campaign for President of the United States has gotten

So shrill.

I gave the people ears so they could listen and voices so they could speak,

But after hearing some of the things they are saying I wonder if that choice

Was wise.

I happened to listen in at one of the campaign rallies and I heard one
Of the women describe Mr. Obama as an Arab,

And then I heard Mr. McCain correct her and say, “No, ma’am,

He is a decent family man.”

What I want to know is: Since when are the two mutually exclusive?

I also read how almost 1/3 of all voters believe Mr. Obama

Is actually a Muslim, that he took his oath of office on the Koran

Rather than the Bible.  

Everyone on Obama’s side is protesting this falsehood
And defending his Christian faith,

But no one is asking why the Muslim faith is something 
They should necessarily fear.

Diary, I saw what happened on 9/11; I know those men who took those

Planes into the towers were following a perversion of the Muslim faith.
But my people – especially my people in America –

They seem fearful of one another and the candidates or at least their supporters

seem to want to exploit this fear.  
Don’t they know that all people are my people?  

Don’t they know I hear everyone’s prayers?

Tuesday night, early October

Dear Diary,

The stock markets, the economies, the banks are in free-fall.

I know because the prayers are coming fast and furious.

I am filled with compassion for my people, but I also send them

Reminders and judgments about the greed of some that has caused this.

Remember the tablets that Moses brought down, the tablets on which

Was written ‘You shall not worship false idols.”?
Well, one idol my people have worshipped is the idol of a quick buck,
Of spending beyond their means, of chasing after a life of things.

And like so many other times, the people who I worry will be hurt most

Are those who are most vulnerable.  

It is going to be a hard winter for so many; spring may be long in coming.  

Trying to lighten my mood, tonight I downloaded some clips

From recent episodes of Saturday Night Live.  

I laughed – I love to laugh just as much as the next God – 

But in watching the skewering that some of the candidates took

I was reminded how rough my people can be towards one another.

It is true there is not worth and dignity in every idea a person has,

But I wonder if my people sometimes forget that there is worth and dignity in every person.

People can be mean.

Their campaigns for political office can also certainly be mean.

And as an article I was reading in the Christian Century put it,

My people do this “because the negativity works.”
“It will only stop working,” this article said, 

 “when they stop paying attention to the negativity

 And start rewarding candidates for telling the truth and sticking to issues that matter.

Until then my people will not only get the leaders they deserve,

But also the campaigns they deserve.”

Thursday night, mid-October

Dear Diary,

A quick entry tonight because I’ve been up late watching the game.

And what a game it was.

The Red Sox just came back to win against the Rays in the 9th
After being down 7-0.

I wish I could say that was my doing,

But the fact is it was all them.

Faith is powerful, I keep telling my people.

It remains our secret, Diary, that the Sox are
My favorite team, second only to the blessed St. Louis Cardinals.

Friday Night, mid October:

Dear Diary,

Spent the afternoon reading a wonderful, but sad book called

“The Big Sort: Why Clustering in America is Tearing Us Apart”

By Bill Bishop.  

It continues on this theme I’ve been thinking of over these last weeks about

How my people in America, this supposed shining city on a hill,

Are increasingly wary, suspicious, and segregated from each other.

It tells how Americans have been slowly sorting themselves

Over the past three decades into homogenous communities 

Where they are surrounded by people who look, think, and believe

Like they do.

Looking down I see how right the book is.

Obama signs perch up clustered together there in places like Austin, Texas

And Portland, Oregon and Boulder, Colorado,

Surrounded in the rural ring  by signs for McCain.

Suburbs of most cities look overwhelmingly white, middle-class,
And Starbucks is on nearly every corner,

While in the inner parts of those cities live people of color,

 people with low incomes, people with fewer degrees.
In the churches and synagogues, in the temples and mosques,
I see people gathering with other people who are like them;

People who are seeking out a particular faith community because they want 

To be among people who are like themselves,

Who come to church not to be challenged or changed,

But rather to have their own beliefs confirmed.

I have always wanted and hoped and believed that the mission

Of faith communities was to challenge the culture

More than reflect the culture.

And yet, Sunday morning remains the most segregated hour for my people.

By and large, the conservatives worship only together, 
the liberals worship only together,

The whites worship only together, 
and the people of color worship only together.

Was my prophet Amos right?

Can my people only walk together when the agree?

It breaks my heart.

It breaks my heart because it means my people aren’t learning

how to live in community with those who are different than they are.  

Diary, I wish I could get Moses back on that mountain so that I could give him

One more commandment for the people:

Thou shall not other-ize, I would tell them.
Meaning, thou shall see each other more for your mutuality
Than your differences;

More for the relationships you can build with others

Than the distinctions you can draw between them.
Sunday Morning, mid-October
Dear Diary,

I don’t normally write at this time of day,

But here I am watching my people from above as they wend their way

Back and forth, a good portion of them off to church.
If I am hard on them, if I expect much,

It is because I know they have such potential.

Each of them is intended for something good;

Each of them has been given the power to bless.

This morning I have heard a prayer rise up out of the noise - 

Out of the noise of all those sermons.

It is the people, my people, asking to begin again.

Let us all set it down, they are saying.
The disappointments.

The frustrations.

The obsession with things they cannot have.

The focus on foolish things.

The suspicions and segregations.
The separations.

The cynicism.

The anger.

I hear them asking: let’s throw it all down.

Let’s toss them like hot rocks into the cool silence

And let us lay back gently on the surface of this silence,

supported in its cradle.
Hearing them, watching them,

It is as though this morning they are asking to be newly born,

As though they are saying to their broken world

‘We are ready to made new; we are ready for anything.’

I confess I am ready once again to believe them;

For the people are the source of my faith.

This is God signing out.

Let us say together: Amen.

