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Well, Pope Francis has done it again. He has spoken a generous truth that is getting him in trouble with those who have a much narrower view of things than he does.
On his recent trip to Asia, he said this while in Singapore, a place whose citizens pledge allegiance to a wide variety of faith traditions: “If you start to fight, ‘my religion is more important than yours, mine is true and yours isn’t,’ where will that lead us? There’s only one God, and each of us has a language to arrive at God. Some are Muslim, Hindu, Christian, and they are different paths [to God].”
And after the pontiff returned to the Vatican, he spoke a few days later to an interreligious youth conference and said this: “Unity is not uniformity, and the diversity of our cultural and religious identities is a gift from God.”
Is this just another example of Pope Francis being a mushy headed liberal? Poking a finger at the traditionalists in all of the major religious traditions around the world who claim that their way is the only way? Or might he be up to something else? Like, following the example of Jesus. 
Today’s Gospel reading sheds light on these questions. 
You see, in Mark 9, the disciples, rather than being glad that there is at least one other person out there fighting the good fight by exorcising demons, get all possessive. 
Look closely at the reason for their umbrage. The text reads: “He was not following us.” Not Jesus, us. 
Jesus seems to have an aversion to the kind of us-and-them boundary setting of his disciples. That kind of behavior only serves to limit what is intended to be wide open and available to all. Getting between someone and their relationship to Jesus is precisely the opposite of what it means to be a disciple. 
Now, I’m sure the disciples’ intentions seemed good to them. But if the result of their actions was to turn someone away from Jesus, then their intentions only served to put spiritual stumbling blocks in front of people. They claim to want to join Jesus in his mission of seeking and serving. But they also feel the need to draw lines and write up prerequisites. Yet, Jesus keeps on calling them to something more, something less guarded and more free. Jesus insists that they can and should be better than that if they are walking in the way of discipleship.
The point is that the path that leads to Jesus is varied. Some are led to Jesus by someone already walking that way. Some stumble into faith by miraculous accident. Some stagger in on their last legs. Some barge in without so much as a knock on the door. And some are awakened one day by a voice from somewhere inviting them to take up their crosses and walk. Each path is a gift of grace from God.
It seems that Jesus wants to welcome any and all who desire to come to him. Rather than being watchdogs or security guards checking IDs, we are called to join Jesus in celebrating the entrance of everyone who comes. We are called to sacrifice our preferences and any claims we have to keeping things neat and tidy in order to protect the reputation of Jesus and his church. Those preferences may feel necessary and essential to us. Still, Jesus calls us to let them go if they keep us from trusting that his invitation to God’s reign is as wide open as he claims it is.
Think of it this way:
Story after story of Jesus portrays him as hanging out and eating with the wrong people at the wrong time, touching people he shouldn’t touch, and going against the expectations of the proper and pious religious folks. 
One of the most striking examples involved a woman and a dinner party. The woman in Luke 7:36-50 was considered immoral by many in the religious community. Yet here she shows up at a party where she isn’t welcome, hasn’t been included, clearly isn’t wanted, and is, in fact, condemned for attending. 
She begins to wet Jesus’s feet with her tears and shocks Middle Eastern sensibilities by letting down her hair to dry his feet. As she anoints Jesus’s feet with ointment, the pious host, Simon, declares, “No self-respecting or true prophet would allow this sinner woman to touch him.”
Jesus asks Simon, “Do you see this woman? Far from being an ophthalmological question, Jesus is asking, “How long are you, a decent,  God-fearing man, going to be blinded by your rigidity?” More interested in the notoriety of having the famous rabbi at dinner than anything else, Simon had neglected the basic courtesies of washing the feet of one’s guests—an act of hospitality extended here by the outcast and not the host himself. 
Simon’s condition, you see, was what might be called hard-heartedness. Marcus Borg writes, “Throughout the Bible, the heart is a metaphor for a deep level of the self.”—below even thinking and feeling. Closed hearts are described in the Bible as hard hearts, shut hearts, and stony hearts. With this malady come blindness, lack of understanding, darkened minds, lack of gratitude, insensitivity to wonder and awe, and a lack of compassion. 
Jesus’s annoyance at Simon reveals a lack of patience for such hard-heartedness. Remember, Jesus’s people were the outcasts, the strangers, the beggars, and the forgotten. The people Jesus spent his time with were the very people kept far away from the Temple by the rigid rules of the ruling religious class. 
So, one doesn’t have to look hard to the twenty-first century version of these same rigid rules of exclusion at work in our churches today. We have built theological walls of every conceivable type—language, actions, beliefs, liturgy, music, requirements, expectations, education, rigidity, race, class, sex, orientation, gender identity, etc.—all meant to keep out the people we think are somehow less deserving of inclusion than we are—all to promote the worship of the idols of conformity and the status quo. 
Without giving a second thought to what it says to the outsider, some of us cling to these walls for the reassuring comfort that what we know and are familiar with will not change. For others, these walls are the final proof that what Christianity has to offer is primarily hypocrisy and selfishness. And yet there is something deep inside of us that, if given a chance, revels in experiencing moments of unity and reconciliation. 
Professor Stephen Patterson (our Didier speaker this past Spring) suggests that it’s in those very moments that we get a glimpse of Jesus’s original vision, an alternative to the voices of those that would mistake homogeneity for holiness:
“There’s a lot to be said for homogeneity. There’s a lot to be said for a beautiful lawn all green, no blotches, waving in the wind--a rich wheat field, all the same, all together. But there are other visions. Jesus has another vision for the empire of God. He has another vision for our communities of faith. He has another vision for our church. Let me say just this: that sometimes being the Church, being the Body of Christ, means being in a place you’re not supposed to be, doing things that you’re not supposed to do, being a weed in the midst of a garden that does not want a weed. And sometimes it means attracting unwanted guests. The unclean and the unwanted, the uncherished of the world, [whom] God longs for us to draw to ourselves and shelter.”
Which is why after all the recent turmoil in Springfield, Ohio, because of lies that have been told about Haitian immigrants there stealing and eating pets, congregations there have banded together in various ways to help. “We didn’t know what was coming, but God did,” said the Rev. Jody Noble, pastor of Covenant Presbyterian Church in Springfield, who has taken on, among other important tasks over the past few days, organizing and offering a press conference featuring her colleagues in ministry.
To date, a three-page list of people and groups — including the Rev. Margaret Towner, the first Presbyterian woman to be ordained as a minister; the Iona Community; First Presbyterian Church of Dallas, Texas; and the Presbytery of New York City — have contacted Covenant with offers to help. “It is crazy cool how God is connecting us all,” Noble said. “We are reaching across lines to say that this is not who we are as a community.”
A church of 261 members, Covenant Presbyterian Church has four Haitian families who have found a home there. Of Springfield’s nearly 58,000 residents, up to about 15,000 are Haitian migrants, Noble said, attracted to the southwestern Ohio community by its relatively low cost of living and ample employment opportunities.
After two years of serving at Covenant, Noble has baptized children of the Haitian families attending the church, who are present for worship nearly every Sunday. “If they’re not here, I get a text to say they are working,” Noble said. “They are beautiful people.”
Worship has been enhanced by the addition of the four families, and the children are loud enough to remind the whole church they’re there. The children are dismissed from worship after the children’s message. For Covenant members mildly grumpy over the extra noise level, Noble tells them to hang in there “through the front half, and the back half will be quiet.”
“We are learning how to be church together,” she said. “We are finding our way, and everyone is holding space. It’s the same thing we are trying to mirror in the community.”
“We are welcoming Haitian neighbors and supporting Springfield neighbors who have been here for a long time. We are standing with them,” Noble said. “Those are the ways the church has been able to help.”
Beyond all that, the Rev. Elizabeth A. Eaton, presiding bishop of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, just issued this statement about the Springfield, Ohio, situation. "Our church," she wrote, "teaches that immigrants are children of God, made in God's image and worthy of respect and lives of dignity. God calls us to witness boldly to this truth when people tell dehumanizing lies that perpetuate racist tropes and support white supremacist narratives."
Which reminds me of the question Pope Francis asked his multifaith audience in Singapore:  “If you start to fight, ‘my religion is more important than yours, mine is true and yours isn’t,’ where will that lead us?” 
The answer is pretty obvious. It will lead us to where we are today: People of faith often disrespecting other human beings because they haven't wagered on the same faith story that they have themselves have wagered on.
So let’s announce the good news that all are welcome. The doors are open wide. Let’s do our best to let nothing get in the way of that welcome. Including ourselves.


