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If you could do one thing to change the world, what would you do?  If someone told you that they were going to give you $100,000 to spread your idea about how the world could get better, what would you say?  Do you have an idea, do you have something you wish everyone in the world knew?  You can take the money and use it to proclaim your idea and have it snowball so that everyone on the planet hears your message.  Now what do you want to say?


There is a group that started in Silicon Valley in California called TED which is an acronym for Technology, Entertainment and Design and they started some conferences called “Ideas Worth Sharing.”  They began by inviting different people to share ideas and then they would post the talks on their website or on YouTube.  Well soon they decided they wanted to do more and so they started making grants to people who wanted to spread their idea that they felt was worth sharing.  These grants have gone to people like Bill Clinton, the writer Dave Eggers, the Venezuelan pianist and educator Jose Antonio Abreu, and the oceanographer Sylvia Earle and the astronomer Jill Tarter.  Not all these people are household names, but they were all given $100,000 and granted a wish that might change the world.  In 2008 the award was presented to Karen Armstrong the British author and former nun who has written extensively on world religions.  When she was told that she had been named the recipient of the award and the wish to better the world she says, “I knew immediately what I wanted.  One of the chief tasks of our time must surely be to build a global community in which all peoples can live together in mutual respect; yet religion, which should be making a major contribution, is seen as part of the problem.”  She has noticed that each of the major religions of the world has its version of what we call the Golden Rule.  The first one to say it explicitly seems to have been the Chinese teacher Confucius in the fifth century before Jesus.  When one of his disciples asked him which of his teachings his disciples could practice all day and every day, he replied: “Perhaps the saying about ‘consideration.’ Never do to others what you would not like them to do to you.”  Later in that century, the Buddha taught that one of the central disciplines that was needed was a meditation of the four elements of the immeasurable love that exists within everyone and every thing.  He called these elements lovingkindness, compassion, sympathetic joy, and even-mindedness, the ability to love all people and all things impartially.  One of the great teachers in the Jewish tradition was the first century rabbi Hillel.  Legend has it that he was once challenged to teach the whole of the law while standing on one foot.  Smiling he lifted one foot off the ground and said, “What you would not have done to you, do not do to another.”  And that was that. 


Jesus takes this golden rule and puts it in the positive tense, “Do unto others as you would have them do to you.”  But this is not just supposed to be a rule that we have for our friends and neighbors.  We are called to display this kind of love and compassion to all people.  Jesus of course tells us that we are to love God and love our neighbors, but he also tells us to love our enemies.  In the Old Testament Law we read last week from Leviticus that we are to love our neighbors as ourselves.  You know how many times it says that in the Law.  Once.  But by my count there are at least a dozen times when we are commanded to love the stranger among us and treat the alien sojourner as one of our own.  When we look at this beatitude we are also looking beyond our traditional boundaries.  For the last several weeks we have been using the Beatitudes as example of what the Christian community should be like, especially how we are supposed to treat each other.  But this beatitude says blessed are the peacemakers for they shall be called children of God.  Peacemakers, what does that mean?  When we are called to make peace, doesn’t it mean that we are to find whatever areas of life, whatever places in the world that lack God’s peace, that struggle for wholeness, and join ourselves with others to work for that peace?  Peace making means joining God’s work of reconciliation, whether it is between individuals, in the community, among different groups, or among nations, or even to make peace in our own hearts.  We make peace here, but not just here.  We treat each other with love and compassion, but not just each other.

To return to Karen Armstrong, she saw that compassion for all people was a central belief in all the world religions and that in today’s world more that ever the world is interconnected.  Just look at the gas prices this week and you’ll see how connected we are to the unrest in the Middle East.  So what if we started to apply the Golden Rule globally, working to ensure that all peoples are treated as we would wish to be treated?  So at the award ceremony in 2008, Armstrong asked TED to help her create, launch and propagate a Charter for Compassion.  Thousands of people from all over the world contributed to a draft charter on website that was in several languages; Hebrew, Arabic, Urdu, Spanish and English.  All these comments were presented to a group of notable individuals from six faith traditions—Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Confucianism who came up with the final version that is printed for you as an insert today.

In 2009 it was launched with signings in churches, synagogues, mosques and temples; at the UN and in community centers and legislative halls around the world.  Will it change the world?  Who knows?  More that 66,000 churches, groups and individuals to date have endorsed it by signing it and making their own commitment to act compassionately and to work for peace.  That ain’t nothin’.  Karen Armstrong has also written a companion book called “12 Steps to a Compassionate Life,” and that’s the book that the Adult Education program is going to sponsor for us to read together this year.  Can we become peacemakers, can we really treat all people, even our enemies, with compassion?

From the Jewish tradition there is a story about an old Rabbi who once asked his students how they could tell when the night had ended and the day had begun.


“Could it be,” asked one of the students, “when you can see an animal in the distance and tell whether it is a sheep or a dog?”  “No,” answered the Rabbi.


Another asked, “Is it when you can look at a tree in the distance and tell whether it is a fig tree or a peach tree?”  “No,” answered the Rabbi.


“Then what is it?” the students demanded.


“It is when you can look on the face of any man or woman and see that it is your sister or brother.  Because if you cannot see this, it is still night.”


Is this idea naïve?  Some people say that to try this is to work against human nature.  It is in our nature, in our genes to be competitive. It is buried deeply in our brains to have the instinct to fight with each other and if we can’t to that to run away from a fight.  It is not in our nature to cooperate and to be altruistic.  Do you think that’s true?  Is it in our nature to be selfish?  Do we only do good when there is something in it for us?  Is that what St. Augustine called original sin?  Do we echo the words of St. Paul when he says, “no one does good, not one. . .  the good that I want to do, I cannot, and the very evil thing I do not want to do is what I do.  O wretched man that I am!  Who will deliver me from this body of death?”  Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called the children of God.  Which is true?  

There is an old Cherokee story about an elder in the tribe who told his grandson about a battle that goes on inside of people.  He said, “My son, the battle is between the two ‘wolves’ that live inside each of us.  One wolf is evil.  It is envy and jealousy, sorrow and regret, greed and arrogance, self-pity and guilt, resentment and inferiority, lies and false pride, superiority and ego, and anger.  The other wolf is good.  It is joy and peace, love and hope, serenity and humility, kindness and benevolence, empathy and generosity, truth and compassion, and faith.”  The grandson thought about it for a minute and then asked his grandfather, “Which wolf wins?”  The Cherokee elder simply replied, “The one you feed.”  We’re going to take some time this year to work at feeding the compassionate one.

