Homily for people and parishes

Readings: Exodus 20:1-4, 7-9.12-20 Psalm 19
Philippians 3:4b-14 Matthew 21:33-46

About two thousand four hundred years ago the Greek philosopher, Socrates, said at his
trial that ‘the unexamined life is not worth living.” Who am I1? Why am | here? What is my
purpose? are each significant questions that religion and philosophy seek to answer and,
inevitably, as our lives unfold our answers change as we integrate life experience with new
insight.

| wonder how you would answer these questions at this time of your life: Who am 1? Why
am | here? and, What is my purpose? To prime the pump for your thinking let me offer
some personal responses that are not intended to be comprehensive!

| think it’s hard to be succinct because there are many onion-like layers to identity, but let
me start by acknowledging that | am a middle-aged, Caucasian, English-speaking male; who
is a son, a brother, a nephew, a cousin, a husband, a father, and a friend. Furtherlam a
person who believes in God, and who understands himself to be a child of God. Perhaps, a
short answer to that first question, ‘Who am 1?’, would be that | understand myself to be a
child of God!

As a person of faith | think the two great commandments shape much of my response to
the question ‘Why am | here?’ because | believe that | am largely here to love God and love
my neighbour. My understanding of life’s purpose inevitably flows from this: in that |
believe | am to use the life I've been given, and develop the abilities that are part of me, to
love both God and neighbour. As a Christian | think the best way to live a meaningful life of
love... is as a disciple of Christ, informed by Scripture, and guided by the Spirit.

Do | make mistakes — absolutely! Do | fall short of the ideals and values | seek to live by —
certainly! However, when | reflect on the thoughts and action that fall short of the ideals
and values expressed in the two Great Commandments, | learn to do better in the months
and years that follow!

This weekend’s Old Testament reading is a classic framework for examining our lives, and
we refer to these verses as The Ten Commandments. If we are brutally honest we
recognise that we have broken each one of them because we are a long way from perfect,
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and we participate in global economic systems that deny life to others. If you are shocked
by this, let me unpack that thought and see what you think:

The first command is that we should have no other Gods but, God. Now if worship can only
be directed to a god, | wonder if we have other things that we focus so much time and
energy upon that they become primary to everything else? Have there been times in my
life and yours, when a person you love has been the primary focus rather than God? When
work has been the prime focus for our lives as we have sought financial security and
advantage; when we have sought approval from others, and even positions of influence?

There have been times when love for my wife, for my children, and for my work, have been
primary... and these have not always integrated well with my love for God. How about you?

The second commandment warns us not to seek or serve idols, and this is a tough one in a
culture that promotes physical beauty, material possessions, and celebrity. What does your
heart desire, and what energy will you put in to making it reality? What things do | seek to
buy, and why do | seek them? And, who do we aspire to be like?

The third commandment requests that we not take the name of the Lord in vain, and this
one is OK for me most of the time. There have been occasions when I've bumped my head
on the car door, or hit my hand with a clumsy hammer, or heard some terrible news... and |
have uttered the name of Jesus in frustration, rather than respect... and part of me wonders
if Jesus would even mind?

Maybe, I'm simply self-justifying because | recognise that language matters and has an
impact both on the user and the listener.

The fourth commandment suggests that we set aside an entire day for rest, while focussing
on God and the wisdom of this ‘Sabbath principal’ is echoed in much literature including
Stephen Covey’s book ‘The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People’. Covey suggests that
when we make time to do what he calls ‘sharpening the saw’ we create a space which
renews our energy and focus. However, it’s a hard discipline to maintain in a culture that
applauds and rewards busyness and workaholism.

The fifth commandment asks that we honour our parents, and again | think this is often a
tough one because of geography, and because of our societal values. In Australia we are
very itinerant, so people often live a distance away from their children and grandchildren. If
when we don’t see each other for long periods of time we would need to be very
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intentional about keeping in touch. To my shame, | was not good at this and my parents
have now died. | probably did better in caring for my parents in law.

The sixth commandment directs that | should do no murder, and though | have not killed
another person with my bare hands, or with a weapon, | do benefit from the slave labour of
sweatshops that have made some of the clothing | wear. Slave labour that will greatly
reduce the lifespan of those who work long hours, in overcrowded workspaces, and who
are very inadequately paid.

The seventh commandment asks that | not commit adultery, and again — ‘though | have not
kissed or got together with anyone since | married Kate, there have been a couple of times
over the years when I've thought about it! | know it’s part of being human, but in an ideal
world I'd like to not even contemplate it!

The eighth commandment directs us not to steal and though I’'ve never held up a bank, and
I’'ve been faithful with my tax returns, there are a couple of books on my shelf that | have
not returned... so, I’'m culpable of this. What about you?

The ninth commandment asks us not to bear false witness which would include lying, half-
truths, and gossip each of which seem to be greatly enabled by social media... but have
been part of community life since human beings started living together.

In recent months | have been wondering if we bear false witness when we say everything is
OK when it is anything but OK? And we can do this, or condone it, with our words and our
silence.

The tenth commandment asks that we not covet anything belonging to our neighbour... not
the clothes they wear, the house they live in, the car they drive, the holiday they went on;
not even the guitar they play, or their great ability to play that guitar...

| think when we honestly examine our lives we may recognise how far we fall short of being
the women and men we have the potential to be.

But the good news is that we are not left alone in our struggle! As we follow Christ,
however inadequately, and open our minds and hearts to God’s Spirit there is a gentle and
ongoing transformation. In the Prayer of Confession each week we acknowledge that we
are all works in progress and the prayer of absolution affirms powerfully: ‘Almighty God,
who has promised forgiveness to all who turn to him in faith: pardon us and set us free from
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our sins, strengthen us in all goodness, and keep us in eternal life, through Jesus Christ our
Lord.”

Pardon us..! Set us free..! Strengthen us..! Keep us..! Amen.

Please join with me as | close in prayer:

Gracious God, we give thanks for the opportunity to recognise where we have failed to love
you, and love others; and that in spite of this, you never stop loving us. Through your Spirit

give us the grace to see you more clearly this week, love you more dearly, and follow you
more nearly. Amen.
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