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(Matthew 11:16-19, 25-30)

A week ago I was sitting on the kitchen floor of our son’s house playing with our 18 month old granddaughter. She had just about everything from one of the kitchen drawers pulled out onto the floor. Behind me, out of her sight, was a permanent black marker with which she had tried to write on the walls and stab the dog in the eye, my cell phone with which she had already called someone in Zimbabwe, the dog’s rawhide bone which she thought was quite tasty and a bottle of ibuprofen, which at that point I needed. All of these things were behind my back out of her sight because each item was the cause of me saying no, which she didn’t take too kindly towards. When told no that she couldn’t play with these things, she would either cry or scream until I could find something else to distract her. 
There are a lot of no’s in life-----a lot of rules, laws, principles or values to which we are expected to adhere. Paul, in defense of my granddaughter and all of us really, states at the beginning of chapter 7 that who would ever think that writing on walls with black permanent ink were bad unless there were some rule to tell us so? And thus, as Paul suggests, life was kind of nice until one was told the rules. In theological terms what he is saying is he wasn’t a sinner until some law or value told him he was. No rules----no sin.
So, as I sat on that kitchen floor trying to keep the no’s to a minimum, I reflected on this. I also reflected back to few days prior. As a family, we all trekked to Western Massachusetts near the town of Amherst, which by the way, is a quintessential New England town. It sits in the midst of the Berkshire Mountains replete with the town square, white clapboard churches with tall steeples and plenty of maple and oak trees which make autumn the season to visit. Our entire family congregated in a small town 20 minutes north of Amherst for a niece’s wedding. And when I say small town, I mean rural! This town sits in the middle of dense woods and small spring fed ponds and lakes. Very, very picturesque. 
The area residents are mostly old hippies and college professors from the University of Massachusetts situated in Amherst. Most houses are nestled in 3 to 4 acres of heavily wooded land. The local market is a small family owned earthy crunchy store which doesn’t carry the Boston newspapers because as the owner rationalized to me, “Well, we don’t know nobody down theyah!”

The biggest drawback to living in this town is that there is no cell phone service. The locals see this as a blessing. I perceived it as a curse as I spent three days detoxing. Each time the topic of constructing a cell phone tower (which would look like a tree which there are plenty of as the town sits in the middle of a forest), it gets voted down by the local residents. My sister-in-law uses carrier pigeons to communicate with her husband to pick up some milk on the way home for dinner! (That’s a joke by the way.)
Interestingly enough, in an area where there are basically no speed limits on the roads because the roads are so curvy and windy that one can’t drive very fast, there is one exception. There is this one section of road where suddenly one comes upon a posted 20 mph sign. And by God, you better not be going as much as 22 mph or Barney Fife, who is the town’s policeman, will give you a speeding ticket. Why this rule? Safety? Or revenue?

In addition to the no cell phone and ridiculous speed limit rules, there also is a ban on outside smoking of cigarettes, plastic grocery bags and putting tomatoes in clam chowder (for real). However, alternative lifestyles and the approval of marijuana use are acceptable. So, as I sat on the kitchen floor of my sister-in-law’s house in this small town playing with my granddaughter, behind me out of sight was my cell phone, a plastic grocery bag, a pack of cigarettes and several tomatoes. Are you with me so far?
As I said, we were visiting this town because of my niece’s wedding. The wedding was held at the local Baptist church. 250 people were there. As we all packed into the stark white clapboard church which overlooked a stream with an adjacent sawmill built in 1790, we heard the pastor talk of God creating Adam first and subsequently seeing that Adam needed a helper, God created Eve second. Thus, marriage was intended by God for the union of man and woman. And dating is for the purpose of seeking one’s future husband and wife. 
Other rules were that there was to be no alcohol at the reception and there was no dancing to speak of, which I actually kind of liked. There is nothing more deadly to reception for me anyway than when a dj shouts into the microphone, “Hi, my name is Flash, and I want everybody up on the dance floor to start a giant conga line.” That’s when I head for the doors. 
The reception was held outside on the back lawn of my sister-in-law’s house with the back drop of woods and mountain. Kids of all ages frolicked on the thick grass and chased the family Labrador puppy around the yard, and people ate and talked. It looked like a giant Sunday afternoon church picnic.

As I sat in a comfortable chair on the back porch overlooking the festivities, I reflected on the stark differences in the cultures just in this little town alone. I reflected on the values, rules and laws one is to live by. Gosh, there were so many and so many that were conflicting. How can one keep them all? And if not, then which ones need to be kept? Does the Bible rule? Does the city council rule? What do the Christian Baptist folks tell their children about their pot smoking same sex coupled neighbors? Are they sinners? What do the alternative, hippie folks tell their kids about their Christian neighbors who object to the sale of alcohol on Sunday and think anyone who hasn’t accepted Jesus Christ (and not the Kennedys) as their Lord and Savior are going to hell? Are they mean spirited Bible thumpers? What does anyone tell their children about the sudden 20 mph speed trap?
All of this is to say that there are rules, laws, values and principles everywhere! Culture is not a word to be used for someone from a different country but even within small communities there is diversity of cultures all with their own rules as to what is sinful and what is not. Paul, in our text from Romans this morning, seems to be bemoaning the fact that, as humans, we fall short of keeping the rules. Rules….laws? Which ones? Are you going to hell because you smoke pot? Are you going to hell because you support spoiling God’s natural creation by constructing a cell tower in the woods? Are we all wretched sinners? Are we only excused because as Paul and later Flip Wilson tells us that: the Devil made me do it.

In condemning himself, Paul refers to himself as a wretched person. I have said this many times before-----we are not wretched people. I could have gone to bed the night of the wedding and in my prayers confessed to God that I drove 30 mph through the 20 mph zone, I sneaked a beer into the reception in a plastic grocery bag, drank it, and used the Lord’s name in vain several times as I tried to use my cell phone. “Father Almighty, maker of all things, judge of all men: I acknowledge and bewail my manifold sins and wickedness which I have grievously committed by thought, word and deed against thy divine Majesty, provoking most justly thy wrath and indignation against me.” (Book of Common Prayer, Rite One.)
We all could do this not just at night but several times during the day. But come on! We are not miserable sinners! We are not wretched people in whom there is no health in us. I am not a Hobbesian. Thomas Hobbes was a 17th century English philosopher who believed that humanity is basically “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” Without a strong authoritarian government, Hobbes believed that we will all kill one another. In theological terms, the Hobbesian person is a wretched, sinful beast.
On the other hand, everything isn’t kumbaya either. We are not innately good people who, as Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young think, just need to get ourselves back to the Garden.

God created us with the potential for good and for bad. We have the free will to determine it. And the really good news as far as I am concerned is none of us can keep all the laws. And since we cannot keep all the laws, it seems to me that it is simply in the desire to keep them and accepting the fact we cannot that freedom through grace occurs. God simply wants to know that we are in the game and want to play. God knows that we are going lose far more than we win in life. And thus, God has wagered to cover our losses by grace.
As I mentioned, we are not intrinsically bad as human beings nor are we intrinsically good. However, I do believe that each of us is stamped with the thumbprint of God. Each of us is created in the image of God. And this image means we are all born with an innate moral sense. It is not determinative, and it certainly needs to be nurtured. But likewise, it cannot be removed only covered. And I think the number one sense is sympathy. I define sympathy as the human capacity for being affected by the feelings and experiences of others.

Sympathy is when a child feels distress when it hears another child cry; it is when the parent suggests that the first child share its toy with the second; it is the person who is saddened by the sight of an abandoned kitten or lame dog or delighted by the spectacle of a stranger’s new baby. Sympathy is people who have just given blood feel good about themselves. This is the sympathy. In these and a thousand other ways, we are affected by the distress or pleasure of another, even if the other is a stranger, an animal or even a fictional character in a movie. Live this out without making it a rule or law. Nurture it.
I so much want to move us away this grading system of merit to a way of thinking that seeks to accept us on the merits of us being unacceptable and letting go of “the things that I ought to have done or the things I ought not to have done”-----miserable sinner that I am. It is far easier to judge ourselves and others on a system of checklist merits than it is to judge one on the content of their character. The hardest of all of God’s commandments is not to love your neighbor as yourself but to love yourself as you would love your neighbor----or better yet----as God loves you.

What came to me as I sat on the floor with my granddaughter was that the no’s could not even compare to the amount of love I have for her. I didn’t sit on that kitchen floor to teach her what is right and what is wrong and judge her behavior accordingly. I sat on that floor because she is the cutest thing this side of heaven, and I loved being with her even though she got all fussy because she wanted to eat the dog’s kibble thinking it was Cheerios.

My problem is not with my granddaughter or anyone who is like her. My problem is with those who think you are anti-environment and a Neanderthal because you want to build a cell tower or with those who think that the foxtrot leads to promiscuity and thus you better get on your knees and repent because two guys danced with one another or live in love with one another. 
There are tons of rules, laws and values. Every culture, community, religious establishment and family have those unique to themselves. Some are good; some are riddled with sin. And thus, there is always something to which to feel guilty about for not having fulfilled it. Jesus once said, “What is harder to say, “Your sins are forgiven or stand up and walk.” I understand that to mean what is harder to forgive yourselves and others or simply follow the rules? It is far harder to forgive. Anyone can drive 20 mph. Anyone can exclude others. It is easy to think of yourself as a wretched person. It is far more difficult to live out a life believing you are loved by God and that you are supposed to enjoy life and be happy in life.
Thus, to me, the sin that destroys is not so much in making us do those things we don’t want to do and leave undone those things we want to do as much as it is in those supposedly “good” rules, laws and values that when followed do far more harm than good. And Paul knows that. He was the perfect Jew following the letter of the law. In his obedience to Jewish law, he persecuted Christians. What are the rules in society or in the church or in the Bible that are riddled with sin and thus hurt more than they help? Which ones are actually sinful? Now that is the type of wretchedness which concerns me. I think far more harm has been done in life by people desiring to do good than by all the evil wrapped up into one. 

As we finished our little play time, it was time for my granddaughter to take a nap. When I checked in on her a little later, she was sound asleep. She looked like an angel. And my thought was: how can anyone look upon her sleeping there and think of her as wretched? And then I hear God whisper in my ear: Ditto goes for me regarding every one of my children.
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