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A Homily Preached by   Proper 16B
The Reverend Jo Popham         July 19, 2009

“Children of the Highest”
Luke 6:27-36

As you know, I have just returned from New Orleans where I was reminded of my

heritage and that of my husband. We toured the city to help the Canadian missioners

understand the culture of New Orleans and Louisiana. We drove by some of our old

haunts, homes where Jim’s forebears lived, streets – like Freret street –named after his

family. We recounted the story of the last Confederate stronghold on the Mississippi

River at Port Hudson and the battle that was longest siege of the War Between the States,

indeed, the longest siege in American military history. My husband’s great-grandfather,

an engineering officer, was injured in his leg at Port Hudson. Likely, our Captain Freret

designed and help build the earthen embankments that held off the Union soldiers for 48

days. The apocryphal family story is that he was also shot in the chest, but he carried his

Bible in his breast pocket, next to his heart and that Bible saved his life. That Bible

certainly has touched my heart through my husband’s life.  I am thankful that the word of

God saved Jim’s great-grandfather.  And I am thankful for the word of God that has the

power to change all our hearts even to save our lives.

The words “all men are created equal” are inscribed on a wall at the national memorial

cemetery for the Port Hudson battlefield.  All men - all people – are created equal!

However, even in death those lost in a war that pitted American against American were

not treated as equals.  Only Union soldiers are buried in the memorials erected and

maintained by our government. The Confederate fallen were treated as enemies even in

death.  Were they enemies, or were they brothers? Are all men – all people – created

equal? Do we love our enemies? Do we do good to them who hate us? Do we bless those

who curse us? Can we sincerely pray for those who use us?
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In today’s Gospel Jesus is reinterpreting the old law, giving the people of the first

century a new Torah, if you will, a new law that fulfills and supersedes the old one. As in

many of Jesus’s teachings -- conventional wisdom is turned on its head.  This is a radical

new way of thinking, loving one’s enemies, praying for them. And why are being taught

this?  So that we may be children of God.  Jesus tells us explicitly that we – all people –

are to be God’s children, the good and the bad. Those who share our ideals and those who

have very different belief systems – we are all children of the Highest – children of God.

Here in Canada we are blessed by a multitude of diversity. But in New Orleans, we

have historically been a bi-cultural bi-racial town – black and white. Are we really

supposed to be “one new humanity in place of the two” as Paul tells the Ephesians in the

readings for the 10:30 service? If you will indulge me another story, I think we can see

wonderful parallels in all our readings today that lend more power to the word of God

and bring us together to hear the same message – unity in diversity.

His name was Byron. It was the first day of painting at Dr. Charles Richard Drew

Elementary School. Drew is an inner city school – a black school. The first floor just

recently has been totally refurbished after the flooding following Hurricane Katrina. But

the 2nd and 3rd floors have been usable since the storm and were the first of nine schools

to open. That’s right, in the first year after the storm only 9 of 228 schools were open.

With scrappers and paint brushes in hand, faces already dusted with old and new paint,

our mission team who along with another group from Texas were being led by my son

Troy. Troy is the coordinator of the Recovery School District’s volunteer program.

Byron wandered into the school and asked if he could join us in our painting. He told

Troy: “I don’t want to go to my school any more; I want to go to a white school.” Troy

had tears in his eyes because Byron goes to he worst of all the high schools in the city.

And there is so little hope for him to be able to go to, much less survive in, one of the

more elite schools with the more privileged.
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When we returned to our billets – at the Church of the Annunciation – we were all

starving and ate our red beans and rice and cornbread with gusto. I went to the kitchen to

thank our cooks and learned that one of the staff’s children and grandchildren went to

Drew. For the most part, the youth that went to New Orleans come from affluent homes

in Calgary. Yet they and we were the “strangers and aliens” in the neighbourhood where

we slept and worshipped and in Drew Elementary School’s immediate neighbourhood.

We were welcomed as brothers and sisters in Christ in the church where we slept and

worshipped. But Annunciation is a unique place among Episcopal churches. It is one of

perhaps as many as 4 growing congregations in the entire diocese of Louisiana. They

have tripled since the storm, and there is much diversity among the members. They are

no longer like most Episcopal churches, white and influential. But they are doing the real

mission of the church. The largest and wealthiest parish in the diocese has lost 1/3 of its

congregation recently, but little Annunication has grown and actually planted a church in

the lower 9th ward that was devastated by the worst of the flooding after Katrina. We

visited the new All Souls Episcopal Church in the shell of the Walgreen’s Pharmacy

where we did street ministry in the months after the storm with the people of the 9th ward.

There has never been an Episcopal presence there until now. Their rector is a friend who

is doing amazing work tutoring children to help them get up to grade level while

introducing them to classical music. An Anglican church in the lower ninth ward, who

would have thought it possible? Can there be unity in diversity? Can we be one humanity

– all children of God?

One of the more important things I pray for when we take mission trips to New

Orleans is that our Canadian missioners learn the culture of those to whom they go, and

that those in New Orleans (and others who are gathered to do good work together) also

learn from our Canadians about our culture. I over heard one of the boys saying we had

left our huskies at the border… and in the 38 degree weather in New Orleans perhaps
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needing Huskies might have made us feel a wee bit cooler. As we learn one another’s

cultures we have the hope of seeing our fellow brothers and sisters as children of God.

Make no mistake, this is hard work we are called to do.  How can we learn to live into

these extraordinary principles?  We are just ordinary people.  We do not have to be alone

in our efforts to love our enemies, to build unity in diversity. We do have some

extraordinary models -- people who have had some measure of success in living out

Jesus’s call for us to love our enemies.

Archbishop Desmond Tutu, the 1984 Nobel Peace Prize winner for his unceasing

work against apartheid in South Africa, has said: “There is no such thing as a solitary

human being.” Archbishop Tutu certainly was one of those who helped to change the

hearts of South Africans from a legacy of violence to a cooperative peace.  And through

his leadership many ordinary people are doing extraordinary things nurturing and

developing Africa's future leadership.

Can we take to heart the words of today’s Gospel today, perhaps not by carrying the

Bible close to our hearts as my husband’s great grandfather Freret did, but by joining

together to begin to change our hearts in the way that we treat those we call our enemies,

those who differ from us? We must strive to love our enemies – those far away and those

very near --  beginning by praying for them. I ask you to pray for your brother Byron who

exemplifies the divisions among us. Pray for him and pray for all those who differ from

us. Only then can we all be united as children of the Highest – children of God.


