CONFRONTATION, HUMILITY AND LOVE

Sermon for the Seventeenth Sunday after Pentecost, September 7, 2008

Readings: Ezekiel 33:7-11; Psalm 119: 33-39; Romans 13:8-14; Matthew 18:15-20

Text: As I live, says the Lord GOD, I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but that the wicked turn from their ways and live; turn back, turn back from your evil ways; for why will you die, O house of Israel? Ezekiel 33:11

CONFRONTATION

When and how should you confront someone who is doing wrong?

My father was a high functioning secret alcoholic; the children at least never knew he was drinking basically all day long, even waking up in the middle of the night to have a swig of vodka kept in the freezer. He finally got his act together, joined the program, straightened out. But not before fooling around, a divorce, losing a job, and perhaps doing long term damage to his body—he was like a character in the new show Mad Men, he was an advertising executive in the TV business in the sixties. He died at 61 of brain cancer. Probably unrelated but who knows: certainly the drinking and smoking he did up until middle age did not help. 

Should someone have confronted him earlier about his drinking? Was the silence and acceptance –the whole culture of business and social drinking--enabling his illness to continue unchecked? His second wife—and reality—finally got him to stop. Was there a chance that those of us who loved him could have begun the process earlier?

Ezekiel reports a dialogue he had with God in today’s Old Testament reading. God tells him he is going to have to confront his people with their sinfulness and injustice. If they persist they will die—and God has no desire for that, But if Ezekiel fails to confront them their blood will be on his hands. The lesson is that we have a responsibility to intervene when we see behavior leading to death.

John, a distinguished and charismatic professor, was my friend and mentor. He invited me to be a member of a group of students who met with him to prepare gourmet meals and meet art world celebrities. He was a huge personality, funny, operatic, loyal. We remained friends after graduation; he and other friends would meet for dinner. There was always heavy drinking. One morning, hungover, I wrote John a note—thanking him for the evening festivities but saying I simply couldn’t drink in that quantity again—and suggesting he may be drinking too much. He never replied to that note. That was the end of our friendship. Of course the fact that I had recently returned to church and was in the process of amending my own life may have contributed to the cut off. John grew up in upstate immigrant farming community in which the Catholicism was stifling and judgmental. The last thing he wanted from his friends was an echo of an parental or priest’s voice rattling around in his ear—and no doubt knew well enough he was drinking to excess. 

How then should we confront those we care about when we see them behaving in sinful and destructive ways?

Jesus spells out how that intervention should go. First with a private conversation, then, if the warning isn’t heeded, another talk with a mutual friend or two to witness and reinforce the message. Only if these fail should the matter be made public, in the sense that the community will be alerted and brought into the judgment. If the case is clear and the offender unrepentant, then he must leave the community. This is what the Amish call shunning; the classic term is excommunication.

What should not be done is clear by implication: a rush to judgment, the first step a public condemnation or, even worse, cowardly gossip. We see these sorts of things in smear campaigns, rumor mills, anonymous letters or first time complaints cc’d to all the company, or members of the vestry, or printed in the newspaper. No, what should be done is the hard but right thing, a private conversation. 

In the public sphere we are not usually able to engage with one on one encounters, but we can confront wrongdoing with measured rhetoric and respect for the offender. There are times when our duty as citizens and as Christians demands confrontation; we cannot remain silent in the face of evil, as God makes clear to Ezekiel. As part of our baptismal vows we renounce and vow to resist the “evil powers of this world which corrupt and destroy the creatures of God”; we pledge to “strive for justice and peace. “ But let us refrain from character attacks and partisan extremism. We read in the blogosphere and hear on talk radio a level of vituperative rhetoric wildly beyond the scale of the dispute. (Of course someone may point that the prophets were prone to this too!) People of good will can and do disagree on the best way forward. Debate, discussion—not condemnation and fear-mongering—allow the better angels of our nature to lead the fight for right. 

What we see in personal and family relationships is something more complex and difficult. A parent trying to hold the line of video games and homework and facing outright disrespect; a spouse concerned about outbursts of anger unrelated to the apparent problem, a friend seeing the spark and joy of an old friend slowly fading into low intensity depression; an employee excessively sarcastic and cynical, sapping team morale; a boss manipulative and ambitious, gaming numbers and bending rules. There is no simply rule of thumb here—other than what Jesus has laid out—start one on one and escalate as necessary. But there is something even more needful to be done as a first step.

HUMILTY

Jesus said let he who is without sin cast the first stone. He said that before you condemn the splinter in another’s eye, take the log out of your own. St Paul spent the first chapter of his letter to the Romans condemning idolaters, drunks and fornicators—and turned in the second chapter to point out that you who sit in judgment on them have also sinned, stealing taxes from the temple, lying about your motives, using your reputation as upright citizens and righteous people to obtain glory and power. Of course we shouldn’t engage in promiscuity, idolatry, excessive partying, let alone stealing, lying and other sins and crimes we well know are sins and crimes (the Ten Commandments have been posted online for quite a few years.) But before you point the finger at another make sure you have examined yourself. This is the exercise known as confession—and it is followed by repentance, the resolve to do better, to turn form evil and seek good, and the assurance of the church that God forgives you and wants you to live—as we see in the passage from Ezekiel: “As I live, says the Lord GOD, I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but that the wicked turn from their ways and live; turn back, turn back from your evil ways; for why will you die, O house of Israel?” The bottom line: Proceed with humility.

LOVE

Self examination—the pursuit of humility, or knowing and admitting the truth about ourselves—is a first step, but the truly needful thing when for godly confrontation is love. Love means genuinely wishing a good outcome for the other, for trying as best we can to see things from their perspective, to understand their motives and background causes. Love is to wish and seek for others what we wish and seek for ourselves. We want a sympathetic jury to hear our trial, a lenient judge to issue sentence. We have such a one in Jesus, who has lived a mortal life, undergone temptations and trials, known what it is to be betrayed and abandoned by friends—and yet forgive. Can we follow him in our dealings with others?  To forgive as we have been forgiven? To love as we first were loved? 

If indeed we truly love our family and friends—and even our enemies—and we have come to a genuine awareness of our own sinful nature—then we are prepared to begin. (This is where the prophets are miles ahead of the pundits.) Pray for guidance; consult with wise friends; know that “when two or three are gathered Jesus is with us.” Then, without rancor, grounded in faith and love, we are better equipped to confront the evil and wrongdoing we witness and which surely does cry out for action. Good people silent in the face of evil are the one thing evil needs to triumph, as has been many times said. But a rush to judgment ruptures friendships and is usually ineffective in bringing the offender to change. Love conquers all, as the poet Ovid said long ago. God is love, holy Scripture informs us. Remember what St Paul said, One who loves another has fulfilled the law” (Romans 13:8).
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