LIVING WITH MERCY:

Creating a Culture of Mercy
Romans 12:9-21


When Emma Lazarus penned the sonnet for the base of the Statue of Liberty in 1883, America was a much different place than we find today.  Back then, we were a distant shore for a vast part of the world—an open land that yielded endless opportunities for the ambitious and a sense of hope and possibility for those yearning to be free.  We were a great nation, but not the military or economic power we would become within a century’s time.  We were a new world, in that all people were welcome here to settle and start over in a safe and secure land.  And immigrate they did, helping to build American cities, railroads, and industry often with a pride that came with a developing nation.


The Statue of Liberty represented all those immigrant hopes and dreams.  Standing in the gateway of New York, it welcomed those who came from afar to stake their claim and make their home.  Theirs was like a proverbial wilderness journey—crossing the sea, risking their lives for the hope of a better one.  “The New Colossus” heralded their arrival with generosity and grace:

Not like the brazen giant of Greek fame,

With conquering limbs astride from land to land,

Here at our sea-washed, sunset-gates shall stand

A mighty woman with a torch, whose flame

Is the imprisoned lightning, and her name

Mother of Exiles.  From her beacon-hand

Glows world-wide welcome, her mild eyes command

The air-bridged harbor that twin-cities frame.

“Keep, ancient lands, your storied pomp!” cries she,

With silent lips.  “Give me your tired, your poor,

Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,

The wretched refuse of your teeming shore;

Send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed to me,

I lift my lamp beside the golden door!”  
Such were the sentiments of a welcoming nation to the millions who came through Ellis Island and other entry points.  In that time, we were the place where the world’s wrongs could be righted, where the lost could find themselves, where the disenfranchised could find a home, where the dignity of all could be recognized and preserved, and where the New World envisioned by prophets of old and blessed by the hand of God could be finally realized on earth.


Those ideals have been a part of the myth and the legacy of America.  We were born to be a culture of mercy—a country whose pride and privilege were based not on name, or status, or heritage, or entitlement, but rather on the ambition, desire, and good will of its citizens.  We have been called a “melting pot,” a “salad bowl,” a “global garden” of the world’s population—a unique state in the history of civilization where the dispossessed could make their home.  

Yet, in the expanse of time, much has changed, enough to ask: is that what we are today?  As you and I look out upon the landscape of our nation, is this still the America that we know in 2007?  I suppose to some degree it is.  But in other ways, the innocence of our cultural ideals has been lost.  Instead of the mothering image embracing her new family in a safe harbor, in the 21st century much of the world now views America as the “brazen giant… with conquering limbs astride from land to land”—the specter that Emma Lazarus raised in ugly comparison.  Likewise, evidence shows that our collective attitudes have changed significantly in recent times regarding immigration, the homeless, and “the wretched refuse” of the “teeming shore.”  
To much of the world, we are a much harsher and intimidating society than we once were.  Routinely, outsiders (even allies) are treated with suspicion and indignity and as potential threats to our security; we have but little room for exiles, especially those without political value.  We imprison more people than anyone else in the world.  Our military expenditures are higher than the defense budgets of every other nation on earth, combined!  Gun violence and related deaths occur more frequently in this country than any other place that is not embroiled in a civil war.  It makes you wonder, what has happened to us?  What are we defending in such an expensive and expansive manner?  Why does our nation maintain such a hostile posture toward the rest of the world?  
These are legitimate questions.  America in 2007 is a far cry from what Emma Lazarus imagined it to be over a century ago.  We are not as safe or as secure or as welcoming as we can be and, by and large, we’re not even what our ideals have led us to believe.  
I grieve that.  I reject that bellicose image.  I refuse to call support for that defensive posture, patriotism—for that’s not the country I love or wish to defend.  It’s not the country that Emma Lazarus described.

To be fair, it’s not just the fault of the current administration or the after-effects of 9-11—though they do loom large.  I think it’s due to a cultural change as well.  Our attitudes have changed in this country.  What I mean is, fewer people identify with the experiences of immigrants, of outsiders trying to find their way here.  For many in the mainstream of U.S. society, those in their family who left their native land, giving up what they did have for what they could have in America are two, three, or more generations removed.  Individually and collectively, such distance from our immigrant roots impacts our outlook on the privileges of freedom and economic opportunity.
What it comes down to is this: many people are the children of the establishment and of entitlement—we were born into a prosperous country that was already our family home.  We have felt entitled to citizenship, to certain living standards and status, to education and to prosperity based on our social location.  No question we might view it as a blessing but, at the same time, we also claim it as a right, instead of as a mercy.  For many, America is simply theirs to own and to benefit from and thus to protect, instead of something to share or for which to sacrifice and risk everything, as in the case of most immigrants.  When we overlook what a mercy and privilege it is to have what we do and instead view it as our entitlement—our right to claim for ourselves alone, in turn, we become less open and less merciful to others who simply seek the same opportunities.  As a result, we are in quite a different place today than the America that Emma Lazarus poignantly wrote about. 
Does this really matter?  Absolutely, it does.  Does it have to be this way?  No, of course not.  The entitlement culture of our country can be altered over time with the openness that is rooted in the manner in which we live our lives.  In other words, you and I can create a culture of mercy in our households, in our places of work, in our communities of faith and worship, in the public square, and in our own attitudes and opinions that ultimately shape the culture in which we live.  The hospitality we express toward strangers is directly related to how merciful our culture is.  

What does a culture of mercy look like?  Well, first and foremost, I would say it recognizes and respects the inherent value of every person.  We are on equal footing with each other and everyone else as a product of God’s creation.  As people of faith, this is nothing new to us.  We promote the idea that the image of God is to be found in every person, regardless of who they are or what they have done or what we think of them.  
However, that’s not quite as easy to put into practice.  Simply put, it requires some effort and cultivation in our hearts and minds, especially as we encounter those who are different than we are, or who oppose what we do or believe, or live in a manner that we don’t particularly like.  Yes, it’s more challenging to see God in a person we don’t respect.
So recognizing “godlikeness” in another depends upon getting to know them beyond common stereotypes and first impressions.   Creating a culture of mercy necessarily includes having opportunities to interact with diverse populations to increase awareness and to foster friendships, mutual understanding, and empathy toward those who are different in perspective or background than we are.  
Some of you know the best experiences we’ve had here in the past were shared experiences with churches and other faith communities that helped us reach across racial, ethnic, and religious lines.  That is creating a culture of mercy.  We’ll be doing the same in coming weeks in some of our Lenten programs, particularly in relation to our potential partnership with a Hispanic congregation in a Habitat for Humanity project.  We’ll also be exploring prison ministries and those who are struggling to find their way back into mainstream society.  Furthermore, our mission emphasis will include learning more about ministries to low-income and immigrant families in Providence.  In other words, we will be contributing to a culture of mercy by opening our lives to those who are often marginalized in society—who are in different places than many of us find ourselves.
Along the same lines, a culture of mercy also embraces people for who they are and where they find themselves in life.  Overall, I think we do that fairly well in the words and intent of our mission statement.  But, again, putting it into practice is where it matters—creating a culture of mercy that is inclusive, affirming, and empathetic of others.  

Look around you.  In this sanctuary are lives that tell many distinct stories.  We seem homogenous on several levels, perhaps, but as you get to know people, it’s easy to identify significant differences.  Part of creating a culture of mercy is listening to those stories and cultivating empathy, tolerance, and understanding for varying temperaments, personalities, backgrounds, social and political perspectives, interests, concerns, life challenges, and social locations, among many other things.  Our openness to and knowledge of each other then translates much more easily to the larger stream of society, as we come to appreciate what other people deal with in their lives.  We get to challenge the stereotypes of our society by the experiences we have in knowing each other.

One way in which this is particularly true is in our welcoming embrace of those in the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgendered, transsexual, etc. etc. communities.  That still serves as one of the most prophetic and challenging aspects to Christian ministry, largely because hostility abounds more in the church than it does in general society.  Being a welcoming and affirming church puts us on the margins in our denomination, but I believe it puts us right in the heart of what it means to be a merciful Christian community.  
Too many in the gay communities have felt like outsiders—aliens to a hostile land—never fully accepted or in some cases, particularly wanted, yet desiring the very same opportunities and rights as others have had in our churches and in our country.  An embrace of every person’s godlikeness and their place in what is now all-of-our community is crucial for influencing the greater Church toward being more loving and merciful and Christ-like.  That is why we are a Welcoming and Affirming congregation and why we remain connected to a sometimes hostile denomination.  We want the Christian church to live up to its ideals!
Mind you, it’s not as if being open and merciful is an option as a Christian.  It’s certainly not just the prerogative of the “liberal” wing of the church.  This is right at the heart of who we are as followers of Jesus.  In fact, being merciful toward others is more Godlike than even possessing the knowledge of good and evil.  We know how to be merciful, but we’ll never possess the ability to perfectly judge the character of others.  That’s for God alone.  Besides, the mercy of God is always one step beyond our absolute certainties in life.  God repeatedly challenges us in Word and Spirit to open our minds and hearts as widely as God embraces every living thing on earth.  

If you need some guidance in doing this, read this passage in Romans once again.  It is so illustrative, instructional, and inspiring for how we can cross the boundaries of our own prejudices to join Christ in the endless love and mercy of the Lord.

I hope that’s what all of us want to be here at Noank Baptist—a church of Jesus Christ with an amazing culture of mercy.  Like Emma Lazarus’ poem, the lady of freedom beckons everyone to come here and find a home.  

Give me your tired, your poor, 
your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, 
the wretched refuse of your teeming shore; 
send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed to me, 
for I lift my lamp beside the golden door!

That, my friends, is meant to be a song of liberty in America and a hymn of praise in Christ’s beloved community.  That is what we are all about in a place where we raise the flags of our founders in this country and in our faith.


This is where the culture of mercy helps to make our nation a better place and true to its noblest ideals even in our generation.   If we can do that, it will be the most patriotic gift you and I can offer our beloved homeland. 
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