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My husband, Ross Dunn, worked with Bob Shelton, whom many of you know.  They were Presbyterian ministers, both of them professors at Austin Seminary, Ross teaching theology and ethics, Bob teaching worship and preaching.  But they were to each other more than professional work colleagues, much more.  They were friends, not just on the surface buddies, but deep down friends, who knew each other well and loved each other soul-deep.  Over the years they laughed together a lot, and they partied together a lot, at Willie Nelson concerts, at Sholtz Beer Garden in Austin, but also they walked some very rocky roads together, leaning on each other for support, and more than once they wept each other’s tears.  Surely, preaching the sermon at Ross’ funeral must have been one of the hardest things Bob ever did.  He titled his sermon, “Laughter, Loyalty, and Love.”

They were friends, Ross and Bob.  They were, of course, aware of each other’s quirks and flaws and imperfections, but neither judged the other or tried to fix the other or to run the other’s life.  They didn’t skirt around each other’s quirks, though, sweeping faults and flaws under the carpet to be ignored.  Instead, the good, the bad, the ugly, the whole of each other’s humanity was incorporated into their friendship, each fully respecting and accepting the other.

Once, when someone complained to Ross about something Bob had said or done, Ross quipped, “You either have to take Shelton like he is, or shoot him.”  Bob would have said that about Ross, too.

Human beings taking each other as they are, not just tolerating each other, but truly respecting and accepting each other’s whole humanity:  that’s really what Jesus is talking about here.  Thing is, most of us just don’t deal very well with each other’s whole humanity.  If we love somebody a lot, we may tolerate his or her imperfections, but not with full acceptance; we’re forever wishing that he or she were different, more the person we want him or her to be, more the person we think he or she should be.  And sometimes, we step over the line, and start meddling, trying to fix the other person, trying to sort of write the other person’s story according to our specifications.  Ironically, we may not be running our own lives very well, but there’s something in us that thinks we can run somebody else’s life better than he or she can.  So, we trespass; we cross over the line into somebody else’s personal space, and start meddling.
It’s hypocritical, of course, that smarter-than-you, holier than thou attitude, as if we ourselves didn’t need some fixing.  Why do we do it?  Maybe staying busy fixing somebody else is an effective way to avoid what needs to be addressed in our own lives.
But, whatever the reason, we do it; we get into that judgmental attitude about somebody else’s life, and we get to meddling, although usually we don’t see it that way.  We see ourselves just trying to help someone we love.  “Dearly beloved, there’s a speck in your eye – let me take it out for you since I can see it clearly.”  But, says Jesus, that’s the foolishness of the blind leading the blind, as if we had no blind spots to pervert our own vision, no log in our own eye.  “Dearly beloved, I see your faults, let me help you get rid of them,” as if I, who can’t even rid myself of my own faults, had what it takes to rid you of yours.
It is, of course, hypocrisy, that holier than thou judgmental attitude, which sometimes wears the mask of love and care.  But, when we step over the line and start meddling, we’ve moved into something even worse than hypocrisy.  As the Bible study group agreed last Wednesday, trying to fix somebody according to your specifications is blasphemy; it’s playing God in somebody else’s life.

“Do not judge,” says Jesus:  is it that judging others leads God to judge us and condemn us to spend eternity in hell?  Well, that’s the way some people interpret this passage, which means, I guess, that if hell were a real place in the afterlife, it sure would be crowded, crammed full of people who judged other people, whether in meanness or in the guise of love and care, and heaven would be pretty empty.

I know I wouldn’t have wings and a halo and a harp – would you?  If judging others destines us for hell, we’re in a heap of trouble, since most of us do some judging most every day.  But I don’t think that’s what Jesus is talking about here, about how to avoid hell and get to heaven.  I think he’s talking about the same thing he talked about over and over again, about how to live now, how to live the way that’s best for us human beings, the way that makes life joyful.
And what is it which makes life truly joyful?  It really isn’t anything money can buy, is it?  What makes life joyful even in down times, no amount of money can buy it; it’s those deep friendships full of laughter and loyalty and love, that marvelous dance of friendship, you accepting the other, the other accepting you as you are, the wholeness of your humanity dancing with the wholeness of the other.
Thing is, the dance of friendship can be disrupted, and somewhere on the list of potential disruptions is that holier than thou attitude.  Even knowing that your friend has good intentions, is truly trying to help, still that sort of parental attitude toward you is demeaning.  That “you-need-me-to-take-care-of-you” attitude disrupts the adult to adult flow, upsets the balance of the dance by turning one of the partners into an inept, clumsy child.  And, being treated as if you were childish not only hurts but also can engender a deep down anger.
We might try to cover it up for the sake of the friendship, but that doesn’t make the anger really go away; it continues to gnaw deep down.  And sometimes that anger does come out, and then the other person feels hurt, unappreciated – “But I was only trying to help.”
So, here’s Jesus, saying something like this:  Look, you’ve tried that smarter-than-thou, holier-than-thou behavior, which lands you in hypocrisy and sometimes in blasphemy, and it doesn’t work.  Even if it weren’t sinful, it doesn’t work.  That way of “loving” hurts friendships.  So, why keep doing it; why keep expecting the re-run to turn out different?  Why not try something that really is different, like giving, giving yourself into full acceptance of the other?
Now, is Jesus saying that we are to tolerate everything?  What about abusive behavior – are we to just take an abuser as she or he is?  Certainly not!  There is absolutely no place in healthy human relationships for abuse, whether it’s physical or emotional or spiritual.  To accept abuse is to be complicit in the creation of hell on earth.  If someone is hurting you, and he or she refuses to stop, that person is no friend of yours, and what you have with that person is not friendship, but something sick and obscene and evil.  It’s abuse, and abuse is something to get out of, not something to tolerate, and certainly not something to accept.
But maybe you’re not sure, thinking that what’s happening to you might not count as real abuse:  stop that kind of thinking; if someone is hurting you, maybe apologizes later, but then, reverts into hurting you again, that’s abuse, and it’s irrelevant whether the abuse is a little or a lot.  You are God’s child, not to be abused at all.  You are God’s child, and if someone doesn’t cherish and respect and honor and treat tenderly that holy preciousness which you are, you need to get out and find someone who will, a real friend.  If you are in an abusive relationship but fear the repercussions of leaving, please, please get some help.  Remember, there’s nothing shameful about asking for help; in fact, asking for help is smart because abusers can be very, very dangerous people.  Call me or Kenny or a hotline; get help out of something hellish.  Be free to discover life abundant.
The abundant life, full of joy, full of the kingdom’s presence:  that’s what Jesus is talking about.  Judging others, condemning others, all that does is mess up things and cause pain.  How about trying something else? says Jesus.  The laughter and loyalty and love, the accepting and being accepted, the respect and mutuality of friendship – isn’t that what makes life joyful, abundant and beautiful?
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