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Church for me as a kid was misery - it was torture.  I liked the people, but you couldn’t talk about anything in the real world because someone’s feelings might be hurt.  You can’t talk about war, because someone knows someone in the military and it would be hurtful to ask a question about what’s happening in foreign policy.  And, everybody knows someone in a corporation, so you can’t question the economy.  And, it went on like that.  We loved each other and came together each week, but we couldn’t talk about anyone who hadn’t been dead for at least 2000 years!  [laughter]  We could talk about Biblical figures, but anything that would affect our lives was off limits – because we didn’t want to hurt anybody’s feelings.

It’s understandable that churches have caved into that.  Life is so complicated - many of the affairs of state are so brutal - that we really just want to come on Sunday morning and be sheltered from all of that.  And, I believe that the church should be a sanctuary, a place where you can come and heal and when if you simply don’t have it, not be asked to produce anything.  That is a very important place for the church to be.  

At the same time, if that’s all it ever is, then people don’t get to hear their calling.  Realizing that you have a gift to give the world is also a wonderful thing, So, there’s a balance to be struck.  For most people, that balance is far to the “safe” side – they expect to hear about miracles and dead people, not about reality.  

For me, that wasn’t enough.  Today’s story brings those elements together – both the need to heal, the need to be confused from time to time, and also the need to return to our calling when that healing is done.  Marx hated religion because he believed it was the opiate of the people.  (“Novacaine” might be a better word today than “opiate”, which at that time meant, “to numb pain”.)  Religion can fall into nothing but numbing pain - where it hurts so much to live life, that you just don’t do it.  You raise your kids, you do your job, you bide your time, they do the funeral, and it’s a beautiful thing.  But religion should call us to life, as well, to give courage for living.  So, we’re going to try to strike that balance today.  

Do you realize that over a third of the Sermon on the Mount deals with property relationships?  So, it’s about both inner peace, inner life and about not hurting other people. (We as Americans don’t want to know that we are hurting people in other places.)  Our passage today, with someone very much like us in many ways, teaches that ultimately we all have responsibility for our treatment of others. 

Here’s the story:  Solomon becomes the new king of Israel.  He learns, much like Obama has learned, that things look very different from the inside than from the outside.  You can talk about peace until you sit in that chair  - which you occupy by permission of the Pentagon, of Wall Street, of the powers that be.  If you completely disregard that, it will be a tough ride!  The nation itself does not want to hear it.  

Solomon did not know what his Dad had done, but Solomon had already started off doing the same things – killing his half-brother, slaughtering people left and right, and marrying people left and right.  For, it was politically expedient to kill your enemies and marry your friends.  That was the game, right?

Notice that in the story, the sun stood still, so that the Israelites could slaughter the inhabitants without mercy!  So the good people could savage the bad people!  The same is true of the story of Israel going into the Promised Land.  We often overlook the fact that there were people already living there on whom a merciless holocaust was perpetrated.  Solomon inherits it – it’s not his fault.  Being born at a particular time in history is not your fault.  Feeling bad or guilty does not help the cause.  But, recognizing who we are is helpful.  

Solomon visited the land where this slaughter had taken place, which was now in the midst of a famine.  Some were wondering if the famine was a result of the way they had taken the land.  In a vision while Solomon is sleeping, God says,  “Make a wish.”  Having almost everything as a king, he says, “To be honest, I really don’t know what I’m doing.”  (Isn’t that a good thing for a ruler to start with?  It has to be a horrible feeling to get inside and realize how things are connected.)  “What I’d like to have is wisdom to govern the people in a way that leads to justice.”  

Now, wisdom is imbedded in experience and cannot be given to a young person, as knowledge can.  On the other hand, the reverse is also true.  A comedian said, “Wisdom does not come with old age, necessarily; sometimes old age just kinda comes by itself!  [laughter]  

What we are given today is the touchstone of wisdom.  It’s the touchstone to return to when life is so complicated that you don’t know what to do.  This is the base you return to when things are so muddy that you can’t find the innocent choice.  Specifically, what Solomon was asking for was a listening heart.  That would require a huge revolution in one’s notion of power.  It would also require a huge revolution in religion.  

Occasionally I am asked, “What do I need to believe to be saved?”  Isn’t that the core question?  What does a Presbyterian believe?  That’s one of the first questions I am asked.  Isn’t it sad that religion has come to that?  What are you pretending to think?  What are the opinions of somebody else (who is dead) about the world?

A listening heart is one that is alive, that feels, that is based not on belief but on awareness.  Can you imagine the transformation that would take place in religion as well as in ourselves if the community defined its core in that way.  Not believing things about the truth, but the honest pursuit of truth.  What is true? What is true of a human being?  

In those days, heart was more than an emotional sense.  Heart was the core of thought and personality -  they did not know about the brain.  (Brains were removed before mummification.)  If heart includes both the mind and the heart, going there will hurt sometimes.  Sort of like hurting when coming into a warm place after being very cold.  Sort of like not being able to see for a while when going from a light place into a dark place.  The heart can be like that - the core of your being can be the place you never go because it hurts too much - it’s too confusing.  It’s clear when you’re up in your brain, when you’re doing what you’re being told, but going into your feelings and thinking for yourself may mean that you can no longer cooperate with the powers that be.  Out of fear, we often live outside our own hearts - because the cost of going there seems incredibly high. 

In Solomon’s vision, God says, “Yes, thank you for praying for something besides health, wealth and the death of your enemies.”   (Actually, the prayer is usually for “defense” rather than the death of our enemies.  We’re just getting rid of terrorists, right?... for safety.)  God says to Solomon, “Thank you for asking what would be fair across the board.”    

It starts with the heart.  If we don’t live there, we are capable of almost any kind of evil, and we don’t even know it when it happens.  In his awakening, Solomon has to realize how mixed his own motives are.  The burnt offering that he is going to make on the altar is a result of his realization that the famine is coming from the mistreatment of powerless people.  He suddenly makes a huge sacrifice and talks about a kind of transformation.  He is a different type of ruler than David was.  

Ultimately, you can’t really be a ruler and give the answer that Solomon gave.   If you have power you have to protect it.  So, to be a citizen of the whole world and give everyone what they deserve, you have to just be a citizen of the world.  That is the most valuable slot there is.  You are not powerless; you are not helpless.  You are a cornerstone of a building you have been told doesn’t exist, of a unified humanity where every voice is heard.  But we have to stop talking and listen, and we have to stop believing what we are told, from anybody, whether we like them or not…including me – including everybody.  You have to listen from here, from your heart.  You have been told that we are in Afghanistan because the Taliban mistreat the women.  Have you ever asked what our allies over there are like?  Is the Northern Alliance made up of feminists?  How about the recent legislation in Pakistan, our friend and ally - that essentially makes marital rape okay?  It says that a man can starve his wife for refusing to have sex with him.  And Pakistan is our “ally”.

I’m saying this because we have to stop listening to all propaganda – even when it comes from someone we like.  This would be a revolution of religion and of humanity, moving from belief systems to awareness systems.  When you listen to the motives of people - hear them in their own terms - something magical happens. Tangles are untied when we listen for the feelings of another.  

Listening from the heart to the way that a situation feels to another person and feeling that for ourselves is the first step toward feeling it for other people.  George Lakoff, the popular liberal, talks about “reframing”.  He believes that because conservatives have been so good at framing the issues, we need a liberal Rush Limbaugh to reframe those issues from the liberal side.  But, liberal propaganda is not the answer.  The problem is not that some have liberal beliefs and some have conservative beliefs.  The problem is that no one is thinking!  A first step is to think for ourselves, which can be hard, scary and lonely.  We’re so afraid of rejection that we can’t talk about anything that really matters.  Sometimes, the church is the worst place for that.  We have to learn how to talk about war, without rejecting soldiers - about the economy, realizing that we are all in the same rowboat.  It’s actually a very hopeful enterprise, if we open our eyes.  

Jesus did not change one thing politically about his world.  But the revolution inside of him caught on.  Solomon did not change everything about the empire.  He couldn’t save it – it collapsed soon afterward.  But the wisdom is remembered. The guidance back to our own heart is remembered.  When life is confusing and the problems overwhelming, come back to your own heart.  Something is being born there, in spite of the ambiguity.  You’ve been told that religion is a novacaine, and maybe you’ve used it that way.  Next time you are in a real jam, think of these words from Scott Peck, “The truth is that our finest moments are most likely to occur when we are feeling deeply uncomfortable, unhappy, or unfulfilled.  For it is only in such moments, propelled by our discomfort, that we are likely to step out of our ruts and start searching for different ways or truer answers.”

Our story today does not give us the ultimate answer - it only gives us the first step.  But that’s kind of important to know.  A listening heart – come back inside.  We want to go further than that, but start there.  The first step to wisdom is the first step to love, is the first step to your own humanity.  Love begins when we listen. 
Transcribed and edited by a member of the St. Andrew’s Sermon Transcription Project. 
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