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James 3:1-12

	A few years ago I heard of a church in Brooklyn with an interesting rule.  It seems that when you join that church you commit yourself to never gossip.   And if you ever do gossip you can be brought before the leadership of the church and disciplined or removed from the membership of the church.  I think that is pretty extraordinary.   I also think that I’d be willing to join that church.   
	Evidently gossip is hard to define.   The best I could come up with is that gossip is “idle talk or rumor, especially about the personal or private affairs of others.”  I could add to that definition by observing that gossip is generally negative or derogatory remarks made behind someone’s back and not to their face.   
I’d also add that gossip has been a reality in every church I’ve ever been part of.  I’ve never known a congregation where things weren’t said behind someone’s back that should never have been said.   I’ve also never been part of a church where gossip didn’t eventually get back to the person about whom the gossip was being spread.  I have seen gossip destroy relationships and wound people badly enough that they left a church or even the church.   One of the realities of being a minister is that you have to grow a really thick skin to not be hurt by the gossip that will inevitably be spread against you.  
	Clearly the writer of this morning’s scripture understood that.  His advice is that Christian leaders and indeed all Christian people who live in a relationship with God made possible through Jesus Christ we need to work hard at watching what we say.  His advice is to work hard at saying only those things which reflect our status as God’s children.   So, I’ll bet that James would also be willing to join a church where there was a rule against gossip.   
Do you know what that rule does?   It creates a safe place for people.   That rule creates a congregation where you wouldn’t ever have to worry what people were saying about you behind your back.  It would be a congregation where people would be more likely to say things to your face.   It would be a safe place and I think I’d like that.  
	
	A safe place?   You know that’s what we’re trying to create with our policies and procedures about how we adults are going to relate to our children and youth.   We ask that if possible there always be two adults present.  We ask that those working with our children and youth allow us to check their criminal record.  We ask that we adults are very careful about the way we touch our children and youth.   You need to know that I hate those rules.   They are a burden.  Quite honestly I have spent time with one youth alone behind closed doors.   I have given one youth a ride home in my car, by myself.  I’ve taught classes of children in rooms with the doors closed and no windows.   I’ve broken every rule in the book and nothing has happened.  
	But the reality is that the world has changed and what used to be acceptable isn’t any more.  The reality is that even a charge of sexual impropriety would likely end my career and cause terrible damage to the church.   The reality is that even the charge of sexual abuse with one of our children would likely close down our Sunday School.   Some churches don’t survive such an experience.  
	And so we want to create a safe place for our children and youth and for our adults.  We especially want our children to think of this congregation as the safest place in their world.  And so we live with the rules.

	As I think about a safe place I also have to think about the diversity of this congregation.   You will remember that a year ago we participated in a survey done by the Harris Poll organization.   The results to one of the questions surprised me.  The question was whether you described yourself as theologically liberal, theologically conservative or somewhere in the middle.   What you said was that about a third of this congregation sees itself right in the middle.   Forty-four percent of you see yourselves as either Liberal or very Liberal and 26% consider themselves either Conservative or Very Conservative.   In other words this congregation probably has a Liberal slant but at the same time we are a remarkably diverse congregation.   
	I believe that diversity is a good thing.  I believe that this congregation is made stronger by diversity.   I would not want to be part of a congregation that believed the same way about everything.  However that diversity requires me to do the most incredible balancing act.   This diversity requires that whenever I take a stand on any Biblical, theological or social issue that I consider that there are sincere Christian people who see things differently.  It requires that while I have my own strongly held beliefs and opinions that I never try to sell them to you as the only way to be Christian.   
	The fact of the matter is that I believe that is a terrible tragedy, but I don’t believe passing a law will solve the problem of unwanted pregnancies.  I am in favor of immigration reform at the same time that I believe that even undocumented aliens need to be treated with justice and respect.  I am not bothered any longer by the issue of gay marriage but I am saddened by rampant promiscuity in our culture and by the incredible pain caused by divorce.   I believe that war can never be more than a necessary evil and that it is the responsibility of the government to ensure that every war is worth the sacrifice of young men and women.   I believe that access to affordable healthcare is a basic human right.  I believe that God will judge us harshly for the way we allow thousands to die every day for the lack of food and clean water.   I believe that the Bible is authoritative but not without error.  
	You need to know that these beliefs of mine can be backed up by scripture, classic and contemporary theologians and my own experience of God.   But I always have to remember that there are people in this congregation who are as informed as me and who come to different conclusions.   And I have to remember that what matters in this church is the belief that through Jesus Christ we can have a saving, transformational relationship with God.    In other words, I have to remember that you all don’t have to agree with me about everything.  
	But my dream is that this congregation could be the place where people of different beliefs can actually engage in dialogue.   Dialogue is different from arguing.  Dialogue involves listening and trying to learn from people who believe differently.  Dialogue is predicated on the possibility that by talking about our beliefs and differences new growth may happen.   Mark Carlton, Brian Sturgill and I have just begun a new venture.  We’ve joined an inter-faith discussion group.  It’s a group of about 10 people from different denominations and faiths who are going to meet 4 times between now and Christmas to talk about our faith.   The group includes several Jews, a couple of men from the Baha’i Fellowship and other assorted Christians including a Seventh-Day Adventist and a non-denominational Evangelical.  The hope is dialogue.   We’re not going to argue with each other.  We’re not going to try and convert each other.  The intent is that we’ll listen to each other, learn and grow.   The belief is that the more we learn about a different faith, the more we’ll know about our own.   It is my dream that this congregation be a safe place for people to believe differently and to dialogue with each other about those differences and perhaps come to new and more beautiful conclusions.  

	A safe place.   I believe that’s where James was headed with his instructions about controlling your tongue.    The implication is that the church ought to be the place where we’re all safe from gossip and other hurtful things that might be said.   I would go on to say that the church ought to be a safe place for children, youth, and adults.  I would go on to say that the church ought to be the place where people are safe physically, emotionally and spiritually.   I would go on to say that the church should be a safe place for people of all colors, backgrounds, orientations and histories.   Everyone should always be safe in the church; safe to believe, safe to grow, safe to explore, safe to think.    
	Of course you understand why that is.   It is only in God, and by extension in God’s church, that we can have any safety at all.  I’m sorry, life is a very risky business.   The stock market isn’t a safe place.  Our health isn’t guaranteed.   None of us can be sure about the safety of our employment.    We are all vulnerable to traffic accidents, to cancer, to attack from terrorists.   We are all vulnerable to robbery and personal injury.   The food we eat for lunch could make us very sick.  We could get skin cancer from the sun.   We could get hit crossing the street.   We could get old and just wear out our bodies.   Our marriages could dissolve, or our spouse could die.
As you know I spend lots of time riding my bicycle on public roads.   Believe me; I know that is a dangerous thing to do.  Every so often a truck will come too close, or a mom in a minivan will be paying too much attention to her cell phone, or someone will just be in too big a hurry and my life will be in danger.   I am aware that every so often a bike and car will collide and the bicycle never wins.  I am aware that if I wanted to stay safe I would stay home.   But in comparison to all of the other possibilities of life I wonder if my bicycle riding is really that dangerous.  I’m not sure.  After all, life is a risky business in which there is no really safe place.  
Except in God’s love and hopefully in God’s church.   A bunch of years ago Ginger and her kids started coming to church.   She came with a story that she wasn’t afraid to tell.  She had developed a bad meth habit that had cost her custody of her children.   She had spent time in jail and time in rehab.   At that point she and her children were living at the Missouri Hotel a couple of blocks away; the local homeless shelter.    She came to church, I think, in the knowledge that her life needed a fresh start including a fresh start with God.  But she was pretty tentative.   My sense was that she was always expecting judgment to be pronounced upon her.   My sense was that she expected that on God’s behalf we were going to tell her that she didn’t belong.   
But we didn’t pass judgment on her and no one told her that she didn’t belong.    She joined my study group that provided encouragement and direction to her spiritual life.   I remember the time that one couple took the kids to the movies while another couple took Ginger shopping for their Christmas presents.   I remember the joy we shared when she got a job as a drug rehab counselor and when they got their first apartment.    I believe that we treated her the way that God wanted her to be treated.  She came in fear of judgment and found a safe place.  She came searching for a relationship with God and found it through us.  
And there you see is the great challenge for the church and for this church.  The great image for me is found in the story of the Prodigal Son – which should be probably called the Parable of the Forgiving Father.    I’m sure you know the story; the younger son has acted badly and behaved badly and fallen about as low as a Jew could fall.   And so he decided to go home knowing that he didn’t belong back home as a son.  He went home expecting judgment.    But what he found was a safe place.  He found in the God-figure love and acceptance that is beyond our understanding no matter how often we read the story.   He found a safe place even though it is doubtful that he was home to stay.   
I believe that’s how it is.   In a world that is incredibly unsafe and unstable, in the midst of a life that is tenuous and temporary, the only real safe place we have is in God’s love for us.   The only thing we can really count on is that God will always love us and will always be with us.   The only place that is really safe is in God.   
And on behalf of God I believe that we are called to create a safe place for people – people who are nice and white like us and people who are different; people who are middle class like most of us and those who have very little; people who believe like we do and people who believe differently; people whose lives have been easy and prosperous and those who lives include some mistakes (sometimes big ones) and whose lives have been more difficult.   Our challenge is to create a safe place for everyone – because God has created a safe place for us.   	
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