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Well, without a doubt, we are living in some very precarious times. Speaking of precarious times, my 

friend, Rev. Ernest Hogge, called me last week.  He had just celebrated his 88th birthday. His daughter 

came to visit him and brought him a birthday gift.  It was a new joke book. So, I don't know if I was the 

first person he called or not, but I was obviously on his list to share his joy.  He asked if he could share 

one of the jokes with me.  And I said sure.  I always like a good joke. 

So, he began to tell me the following joke. An 85-year-old woman living by herself was set up on a 

blind date by her daughter. It was with a 90-year-old man. The daughter thought they would be a good 

match for each other. So, she arranged the meeting and the place. Well, after the date was over, the 

woman called her daughter to let her know she was home. And the daughter asked, "How did your 

date go?" "Just awful," the woman said. "Why?" the daughter exclaimed. "I had to slap him in the face 

three times," her mother said. 

"Do you mean to tell me that he got fresh with you?" the daughter asked. "Why no, he fell asleep, 

and I had to wake him up." I guess precarious times are all in how you look at them. 

There is no doubt that we are living in some very precarious times currently. With the tension that 

continues to fester, I don't think there is anyone who would disagree that times and situations could be 

better, no matter how you look at it. 

As if the Pandemic were not enough, or the highly unusual weather-related conditions we are 

experiencing with rapid-fire, hurricanes and wildfires engulfing the west coast, then we have the 

upheaval of an old, old problem rearing its ugly head once again in the racial divide in our nation, not to 

mention all of the outside influence that does nothing more than drive a deeper wedge between a 

people who once upon a time called themselves united, as in a United States citizen. 

While it is true that it has never been perfect, there was a time, at least in my mind, when it was better. 

To be sure, there was also a time when it was worse. The thing is, however, if we are not careful, we will 

find ourselves on a slippery slope right back into that same quagmire of civil war once again. 

Precarious times, we are indeed living in them. And part of me wants to be like that 90-year old man 

who kept falling asleep, just wake me up when this is over. But there is a more responsible part of me 

that asks, "What can I do?" What can we do to avoid such a fate if anything at all? 

Today's text from Romans 13: 8 -14 comes mid-way through the 13t h chapter. Paul is telling the 

church in Rome to "Owe nothing to anyone, except, he says, "to love one another; for the one who 

loves another has fulfilled the law." He then goes on to say, "The commandments, you shall not 

commit adultery, you shall not commit murder; you shall not steal; you shall not covet, and all other 

commandments are summed up in the words, Love your neighbor as yourself. Love does no wrong to 

a neighbor; therefore, love is fulfilling the law." 

And perhaps you may recall Jesus' response to the question posed by the Scribes and Pharisees when 



they asked, "Who is my neighbor?" Jesus tells the story of the Good Samaritan, those people most 

Jews despised in Jesus' day. Oh wait, they still do, for those ancient Samaritans are none other than the 

modern-day Palestinians. Things have not changed much at all over there in over two thousand years, 

mainly because so many and in particular those in seats of power have refused to heed the words of 

Jesus, "to love your neighbor." 

But you know, by the look of things in our own country, we don't have any room to brag. We've been 

arguing over just who our neighbors are ever since Europeans landed on these shores both east and 

west over 600 years ago. 

Unfortunately, I am sorry to say, the church really has not helped a whole lot. When we have had plenty 

of opportunities to demonstrate to the world who our neighbor is, the church as a whole has struggled. 

Just as much as our nation, maybe even more so. 

But it may explain why church membership, as well as attendance, is on a continuing decline in this 

nation, and it has been ever since the 1960s. Even among Christian peoples, we seem to be growing 

wider and wider apart in both our faith and our practice of it, of being those who hear the Word of God 

and those who do the Word of God. 

It also may explain why someone I know, who once attended church and Sunday School every Sunday 

and loved it, no longer attends. As a teenager, she went every Sunday with her parents, and they were 

involved in the missions of their church. Their pastor was a very loving and caring man. I knew him as 

well. He was my mother and father's pastor.  And yet with all of that, this girl seems to have lost her 

faith. 

I have to ask why? What happened? Maybe it was because what she heard in church on Sunday was 

not what she was seeing or hearing the church do. 

When Jesus talked about loving one another, he was not referring to just your family members, nor 

to those who went to the same synagogue as you, though Lord, that can be hard enough at times. 

He was talking about, as the parable of the Good Samaritan reveals, those who are different than you. 

Those who may be of a different race, a different cultural background, maybe even a different belief 

background. 

The good Christian people in this church I am talking about were good people ---but while the pastor, 

this young lady, and her parents and a few others did try to reach out and make a difference in their 

rapidly changing community, there were so many more that complained and griped that it was going to 

change the way that church looked; as if somehow, the color of the people sitting in that small 

Methodist Church in Memphis, TN. were in some way going to change the message of the Gospel of 

Jesus Christ. 

And so this young woman, who is my niece, because of what she watched in the church and  also by 

seeing others who did not grow up in the church, show more care and compassion for the least and the 

lost than the people in her very own church did, well let's just say she has decided to take a long hiatus 

from being a part of the church body. 

You know, I think she still believes, because I know she loves her neighbors. She has a Doctorate in 

Nutrition and has organized healthy food distribution efforts to poor and low income families from 

Charleston, South Carolina to San Diego, California, where she teaches Nutrition at San Diego State 



University (and that is just what she volunteers to do with her free time.)  I know without a doubt that 

she still believes in God because she truly believes what the scripture says, "that Love does no wrong 

to a neighbor," no matter who they are. 

She simply does not have much faith in the church that claims to profess the same thing. And maybe 

that is why the churches today, that is all of us, are having so many problems attracting deeply 

committed and active young people into our churches. 

Unfortunately, as a whole, churches are not living up to the one essential commandment that Jesus 

commands us to live up to. To love our neighbors as we love ourselves. We see that playing out in this 

right here in America today. 

Compile all of that with the rhetoric that is coming from extremists, either hiding within or all out 

attacking a people just crying out for fair justice with Black Lives Matter, it is because they do. If you 

want to say all lives matter, that is fine, but you must understand that that includes Black lives. And it is 

the steady stream of violence and a rush to judgment and the quick to blame that so many people of 

color have experienced that more and more white people, like my niece, and my children, and even 

older people like Stephanie and I are beginning to wake up and see what Jesus really meant when he 

said, "Love your neighbor." 

Now I do want to let you know that the section right before verses 8-14 is a passage that says, "Let every 

person be subject to the governing authorities, and there is no authority except from God, and those 

authorities have been instituted by God. Therefore, whoever resists authority resists what God has 

appointed." In other words, Christians are supposed to respect their government. And I do believe that 

most do, even those who legally and rightfully protest. 

Citizens of any government are supposed to respect their government in much the same way children 

are supposed to respect their parents, would you agree?  But as I tell you that, there is one little caveat 

that may shed some light to understand why some children have a hard time doing just that, and also 

citizens. In Ephesians Chapter Six, it says, "Children, obey your parents, "In the Lord" Honor your 

father and mother. Why? Because it is the first commandment with a promise, "So that it may be well 

with you. 

But here is the caveat, in verse four, it says, "And Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, 

but bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord." Not in the undisciplined wrath of 

the parent. We can see on evening news how some parents raise their children just by watching the 

homicide rates going up daily. 

The same can be said of a Government. The government is leadership, and the way a government 

leads is the example it sets, and the tone and what the children or citizens see. And violence comes in 

many different forms. There is, of course, the overt violence, the shootings, the stabbings, the gang 

violence, and all of that. But then there is the more subtle violence; it is called neglect. It is called 

abandonment. It is the act of doing nothing when someone is calling out for help. 

So, the way a parent parents a child or a government leads a people is just as important as the way a 

child or citizens chooses to follow. And how a Church and all of its leaders, its members, its disciples 

decide to follow Christ, sets the example for its younger member to either follow or find different 

pastures. When we say we are going to follow Jesus by loving our neighbor, but in reality, we do 



nothing, we are committing that kind of violence, like Saul holding the cloaks of those who stoned the 

disciple Stephen to death in the Book of Acts. 

They say all good things come to an end, eventually, but I really hope that is not the case. Not with our 

families, our churches, our communities, or our nation. 

I still believe that we have a great church in the United Methodist Church. Can it be better? Yes. And 

should it strive for perfection? Yes. That means we still have work to do. We must continue to learn how 

to love our neighbor. 

 And we also have a great nation, but then we have always had a great nation.  Can it be better?  Yes. And we    

should strive together to make it better. While I do not know precisely how to do that, I do believe I know 

w h e r e  we all must begin. If it is going to work at all, then it must start with the law.  That is the law of 

heaven and earth.  Love your Neighbor as Yourself.  For it is on this commandment that all the other 

commandments rest. 

  


