A couple people asked me what I thought about the IRS rule stating churches can now endorse political candidates.  The simple answer is - it will only divide the church and the nation even further.  You will never hear me endorse any candidate from the pulpit because Jesus told me to love Democrats, Republicans, Independents, Libertarians and even the Green Party.  If you voted in Hawaii last time you saw a new party - the We The People Party - whose candidate was Shelby Picachu Billionaire.  Gotta love even them. 

There are only two ways to live:  the Law or The Gospel.  There are very few people on the extreme ends of the spectrum, but there are a lot of people who choose to live toward the far right or the far left.  Those who are on the far end of the Gospel say, “God loves everyone.  Everyone’s going to heaven.  There is good in everyone.  Everyone just needs a hug.” Those on the far end of the Law say, “there is no gray area - it’s black or white" - and it goes without saying if you want to be right and go to heaven you must be in total agreement with them.

Where we should be on this spectrum of right and wrong, Law and Gospel is where God is.  I realize that opens up a can of worms because a quick “Google” will find thousands of different pastors with thousands of different ideas on the same subject.  Which goes back to us being in the Word of God and prayer.  If I want to know what my wife is thinking - I need to ask her and listen to her answer.  If I want to know what God is thinking, I need to ask Him and listen to Him.  If I still don't get it - I need to ask more questions and keep listening.

I don’t know if you ever think about how amazing it is we have the freedom we have.  It hasn’t been that long since the church told you what you had to think and believe.  If you questioned or disagreed with the church - they ex-communicated you - cast you out of their community and said you were going to hell if you didn’t repent.  And there was no appeal even if they were wrong.

Today if you disagree with a church, you just drive a few blocks until you find a church you do agree with.  And when someday you disagree with them - you drive a few more blocks. And if you run out of churches on your street - there is always the Internet - where I guarantee you can find someone you agree with or where you can become your own church.  This freedom we have to openly discuss and even debate the most lively subjects comes with a price.  Narrow is the gate to heaven - but the road to hell is wide open - which is why it is so necessary to keep talking until we fully understand what God is trying to say to us.

In the news lately, politicians on both sides claim if we do not support them - “our freedoms” are threatened.  Candidates claim they are the one protecting “our freedoms” and we have to figure out which side we are on and who we believe.  And the rhetoric is reaching a crescendo with everyone screaming “freedom is in great peril” and America as we know it will cease to exist if someone doesn't do something.  The only time we ever seem to get together anymore is when someone from the outside attacks us.  Then we lay our differences aside for the moment because we have a common enemy who really is trying to take our freedom away

Something both sides of the political system agree on - but have failed to bring out - is: justice.  They have had 249 years to do something - and we don’t seem to be any closer.  Why is that?  I love Winston Churchill who was quoting someone else in 1947 in the House of Commons, "Democracy is the worst form of government, except for all the others.”

Here is where we see clearly the chasm between the church and the government.  The president, the congress and even the Supreme Court justices only know one way to establish justice - create more laws.  They keep passing law after law - and when those don’t work - they pass even more.  And I suppose it just depends which side of the issues you are on as to whether that makes you happy or scared.  And since they keep flip-flopping it's obvious they haven't figured the truth out yet.

Before you think I am questioning our system of government, please do not misunderstand.  Our government - as flawed as it can be - is far better than most governments and certainly better than no government.  But when someone does the same thing over and over again and it keeps failing - but they still expect different results - we call that insanity.    

Martin Luther King Jr. once said, “It may be true that the law cannot make a man love me, but it can keep him from lynching me, and I think that's pretty important.”  Unfortunately I need to slightly edit Dr King’s statement to, “it can help keep him from lynching me...” Because the law - no matter how well it is written - is still just ink on paper until it makes its way into people’s hearts and minds.  And that is where the church - with all its flaws - can help.

I doubt you have spent much time in 1 Kings 21 - it’s the story of Naboth’s vineyard - which is a story of Law and Gospel.  Naboth has an amazing vineyard.  The evil King Ahab wants the vineyard and tries to buy it - Naboth says, “no” - it belongs to his family and he wants to pass it on to his children.  King Ahab may be evil - but he still believes in the law - so he goes home and throws a temper tantrum like a 2 year old.  The evil queen Jezebel says, “I’ll get the vineyard for you.”  She has two men file false charges against Naboth - he’s found guilty and she has him hanged.  Because Naboth was a convicted criminal - his property is subject to forfeit and evil King Ahab buys it for a fraction of its worth.

Before you think the bad guy gets away with it - God sends the prophet Elijah to King Ahab and in a very explicit warning says, “Where the dogs licked up the blood of Naboth when you had him killed, the dogs will also lick up your blood.”  God wins - Ahab and Jezebel lose - justice is served.  "Vengeance is mine, saith the Lord."  But why doesn’t this make us feel any better?

It may be because justice isn’t always what we think it should be.  First, justice can only be carried out after bad things happen.  Second, justice is only as good as the people who enforce it - in other words, justice may or may not happen.  Third, justice brings about punishment - but is there any guarantee punishment will work?  Fourth, and most important, justice can do a lot of things - but it cannot heal, restore, reconcile or make anything better for the Naboth's of this world. 

It’s a stretch to equate the word “justice” with “revenge” - but far too often that is what people mean when they use the word justice.  They want someone - anyone - to pay for what happened. The problem is - justice can’t fix what was and is broken.  

A long time ago I worked with a family that was about as dysfunctional as a family can get and still be together.  They asked if I would meet with them - I told them I was not a counselor.  They wanted to meet with me any way.  Some of their problems were not their fault - but many were.  A lot of bad decisions.  The one thing that stood out was the wife’s anger.  There were people who she blamed for all of her problems.  And even though she had isolated herself from these people for over a decade - it was still their fault.  They had been punished multiple times - but it was never enough.  One of the individuals was even dead. The wife had been in counseling for 20 years - and said she was no better off than when she started.

I suggested she forgive the people who wronged her - and I was very glad there was a desk between her and me.  She made it very clear she would never forgive them - not ever and couldn't believe I would even suggest such a thing.  When I said I would not meet with them again - she wanted to know why.  I told her - repeating the stories over and over would never bring her peace - it just tore open the wounds again.  Until she learned to forgive - she would never be able to move on and she would keep doing things that made her life worse.  She told her husband they would have to find another pastor - one who understood what she really needed.

When Jesus said, “I know you heard it said ‘love your neighbor’ and ‘hate your enemy’ ” - if you want to know where you heard that saying - it was in your mind.  We all need a villain in our life.  We desperately want someone to blame for all the junk going on.  And once we find that person - we want them to suffer.  We call that suffering, “justice.”  The problem is - after our version of justice is served - rarely do we feel better - so we start looking for another person to blame.
  
No matter how many laws are passed - no matter how many people are put in prison - or how many lawsuits are won - or how many bad guys are killed - it will never be enough.  That's the problem with vengeance.

Such is the problem with a fallen world.  To all the people who say, “there is good in everybody” - I have to respectfully disagree.  There is only the “potential” for good in everybody - and the chasm between good and potential for good is wider than anyone can jump over.

In Romans 13 it says, “rulers hold no terror for those who do right, but for those who do wrong. Do you want to be free from fear of the one in authority? Then do what is right and he will commend you.  For he is God’s servant to do you good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword for nothing. He is God’s servant, an agent of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer.”  Such is the job of the government - to “bring punishment on the wrongdoer” - and we are usually thankful for their work - because it allows us on most nights to lay our heads down and sleep peacefully knowing someone is protecting us.  We need to pray for them - and support them in their work - for without them things would be far worse.

But their work will never be done - not until Jesus returns.  And if there is going to be a change in our society - the church must recognize and embrace that just as the government has a role - so do we.  And our job is not to pass laws or put people in jail or administer justice.  We have a much harder assignment - praying for and forgiving people.
The church - because of the cross - has the power to do something no one else can - we can forgive.  We may not be able to bring back the Naboth’s of this world - but we might be able to prevent a spiral of retribution and revenge in the name of justice that is really no justice at all. This forgiveness comes with a steep price.  But know this - we are not forgiving because they deserve it or because they asked for it or because they have been punished.  Our forgiveness is not about them. 

Why should we forgive? Because we don’t want to turn into creatures of bitterness locked up in the past.  We don’t want those who have hurt us to continue to dominate our lives.  We don’t want to be consumed by our anger and hatred - telling the story over and over even though it makes us feel worse.  By setting them free - we set ourselves free. 

Why do we forgive? Because we know we’re sinners and if we withhold forgiveness from others - Jesus says we are also withholding the forgiveness we so desperately need.  This is why the Lord’s Prayer says “Forgive us … as we forgive those who sinned against us.” 

Why do we forgive? Because Jesus on the cross and in His resurrection released everyone from the power of sin and death and darkness.  And He releases and turns our “potential” for good into actual good by the power of His Spirit.  

Why do we forgive? Because we know every form of justice - every system ever imagined for setting things straight has failed - because it can’t fix sin.  Laws, prisons, judges cannot fix sin or the consequences of sin.  Forgiveness can.

Why do we forgive? Because Jesus is dying for us to forgive one another. It's why He left heaven, walked this earth, suffered and died. He wanted us to know just how serious this issue is.  He wanted us to understand God takes sin and pain even more seriously than we do.  This life isn’t just about this life - it’s about heaven.
Why do we forgive? Because forgiveness is the justice of God.

When we forgive - we are trusting God to do what needs to be done - to us, to them and to everyone in-between.

Forgiveness is the justice of God.  A society that has forgotten how to forgive can never be truly just.  The best that justice can do is set the stage for forgiveness. Justice can’t make things right. Even forgiveness can’t make things right on its own – but forgiveness begins the process of reconciliation which leads to healing and making things right.  It is not simple and it isn’t quick - but it all starts with forgiveness. 

Forgiveness isn’t the end - it’s the beginning.  

I can't imagine anything sweeter than the church being known for our forgiveness.  We are mostly known for being obsessed with the law and how great we are and how bad all the other churches are.  But things can change - especially when we join God on the path He is walking.    

It's from the Good Samaritan Gospel a few weeks ago - but I think it's worth repeating.  When Jesus asked the lawyer, “Which of these three do you think was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of robbers?”  The expert in the law replied, “The one who had mercy on him.”  That's when Jesus said, “Go and do likewise” - in the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
