PAGE  
5

Matthew 23:15-28; James 1:19-27;Isaiah 58:1-11
Today, we look at the 6th guiding principle in the Bishop’s dream for the diocese. As we look at ways to serve God and grow his kingdom, Bishop Stuart draws our attention to the importance of alleviating human need and addressing injustice.

What has been your experience of poverty? Has it ever touched you personally?  Or if not, have you ever been among the poor? And I mean the REALLY poor? 
I asked myself that question, and you know, my experience either directly or indirectly of poverty is really quite limited.  I used to call myself a ‘poor student’ when I was living away from home and training to be a teacher. I’d sigh to myself when I couldn’t afford to buy tickets to the ballet, or dine at an expensive restaurant.  But was I really poor? It’s a relative question, isn’t it?

Certainly I could call myself poor when I was compared to those who might have a Porsche and a Merc in their driveway, and a yacht moored in the Inlet, but compared to a family of 8 living in a 1 roomed dwelling, with limited access to clean water, and medical services – I could hardly call myself poor.  No – I haven’t really experienced poverty at all.         Most of us haven’t.

Caring for the poor is at the heart of our calling as Christians. It is not an optional ministry that we might decide to take up, depending upon whether or not we feel called to it!

The Gospel of Luke in particular comes back again and again to the importance of caring for those who cannot care for themselves.  Jesus’ mission statement in Luke 4 puts it very clearly:  "The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord's favour."
Jesus came to help those who were powerless – those who were unable to help themselves. He’s speaking both spiritually AND physically, and we are called to serve others as Jesus served us.

We read in Deuteronomy 15:11  - "For the poor will never cease to be in the land; therefore I command you, saying, 'You shall freely open your hand to your brother, to your needy and poor in your land.”
The poor are always among us – it is a very sad fact of human existence.  Right back at the beginning of the Old Testament, God commanded his people to be instruments of his love in helping those who were destitute, victimised and powerless.

But it’s so easy to become complacent!
In the reading from Matthew this morning, we see how angered and disturbed Jesus was by the hypocrisy of the Jewish leaders. The were so obsessed by the nit picking little laws and conventions that they had woven around the Mosaic law, that many of them had lost the plot altogether.  He called them a bunch of hypocrites, whitewashed tombs, a brood of vipers – he wasn’t mincing words!  In fact, when I read a passage like this, I’m amazed that Jesus lasted as long as he did!
Jesus was outraged that they were so pedantic about tithing, for instance, that they even tithed their spices – you know, 9 mint leaves for me, one for God,  9 mint leaves for me, one for God…. ’ – yet they were prepared to let the widow down the road go hungry, or the beggar be evicted from the temple precincts.  They were so busy with their outward show of religion, that they didn’t have time for mercy or justice or faithfulness.

What does this say to us, I wonder?

Sometimes, I think that the church has been desensitised when it comes to the plight of the really poor. On TV, we watch footage of the victims of the latest earthquake in Chile, or tsunami in Indonesia and we’re moved by the pictures.  We might even say a quick prayer. But then when the pictures leave the screen they tend leave our minds as well, and we just carry on with our comfortable lives as if nothing had happened.
But perhaps that’s being too hard on ourselves?  After all, what can we really do about the plight of the homeless and hungry in third world countries? When you were young, I wonder if your mother ever said to you what my mother did.  “Eat your vegetables!  You know, there are kids in Africa who wouldn’t get that much food in a WEEK!”  I’d mutter under my breath, “Well, send it to them then!”  Which of course we can’t really do.

On the other hand, perhaps we should be asking how we can better respond to God’s obvious passion for the plight of the poor. I wonder if there is any similarity between us and our own religious observances, and the Pharisees in the Gospel reading?
I remember being part of a large Anglican church some years ago that was very good at caring for its own- it had all sorts of wonderful programmes.  There was a young Mum’s group, heaps of Bible studies, and couple of prayer groups.  They had a thriving youth group and they were good at outreach.  There was a kid’s club and regular Alpha courses.  But Jesus said ‘care for the poor’.  It disturbed me that in a city where there were people sleeping in the street, where there were struggling single parents, where more than 60% of students in the schools came from broken homes, where there was a mental hospital and a jail – that all the energy of the church was spent on it’s own people.  This church saw itself as a thriving, healthy church – but I used to wonder.

Another church I belonged to prior to that also disturbed me. (I can pick ‘em) Again, it was a lively, caring church – when it came to its own people. We had a member of our congregation who was not as bright as most, but he had a big heart. He lived in the less salubrious part of town, and one day a single mum moved in to the Housing Commission place next door, with three rather wild kids. He befriended her and helped her out, and in time she responded to his invitation to come to church. For a few weeks, the morning service was bedlam.  We’ll call her Sharon – Sharon’s kids ran amok!  They were noisy in church, gobbled down everything in sight at morning tea, ran around madly and swore when provoked. Sharon was obviously struggling not only with her kids but with her life in general.  But the church people couldn’t cope.  Sharon began to fade out  - and nobody followed her up. In fact, the relief was palpable! I remember talking to the rector one Sunday, suggesting that we take more of an interest in Sharon and he paused and said, “I don’t think this church is ready for someone like Sharon.”  Quite an indictment for a comfortable, middle class church, don’t you think?
Of course not all churches are so inwardly focused – but when Jesus says, " invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind,” – how do we measure up?

So what can we do, to have the mind of Christ ? How can we share his compassion for the poor?  Is it enough to just make an annual donation to a few missions, or support the odd appeal that comes our way?
In the reading from James this morning, verse 27 gives us a helpful insight into how God expects us to express our faith:

Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world. 

Now, let’s not get hung up too literally on this verse.  In James’s day, orphans and widows did it really tough. People without a family were without support. They became outcasts and often were reduced to begging. 
In our own welfare supported culture, orphans and widows fare better.  So, we need to ask ourselves, who are OUR poor; who are the poor in this community?  They should be our priority.  We certainly need to contribute to overseas aid – but let us not forget the poor in our own community.  Who are our poor then? Who in our community are powerless or distressed or victimised, or who are struggling financially or suffering in other ways?
I think we have our share of single mums and struggling families.  We have those who find themselves torn apart by separation and divorce. We have those who are wresting with alcohol and substance abuse. And there are victims of sexual abuse; those struggling with mental illness, depression – yes they’re all in our community!  We have many elderly and frail folk who can no longer get to church, and who languish in their homes, lonely and bored.   THESE are our poor.  These are the folk that God asks us to care for.
We need to ask ourselves how we can better serve them. How can we minister to them? What are the needs of our poor, and how can we help them?
If we are serious about serving God – as individuals and as a church, then it will mean sharing what God has entrusted to us with the poor. It will mean sharing our time and our resources. And that will mean sacrifice.  You know, sacrifice is one of the truest marks of love! Jesus exemplified that.
Being part of a Christian community is a wonderful thing. Striving, in God, to live upright and holy lives is wonderful thing, But unless our faith is also evidenced in the compassionate heart of God touching the lives of the poor through us, then we need to look a little deeper and ask God to remove from us any hypocrisy or hardness of heart.

That is prayer he will certainly answer.

Let’s pray. 
