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Is there anything much more difficult than communication?  In my line of work especially, I am pretty interested in this. I know there are times when I say something and you might hear something completely different from what I said.  Sometimes what you hear might be better than what I’ve said.  
We all know that communication can be difficult.  Take Northwest Airlines pilots for example. Last Wednesday evening, in Bible Study I explained what happened. I hadn’t heard this anywhere else or seen it on television. If you remember that story, they were flying from San Diego to Minneapolis.  When they got over Denver the balloon boy’s father had released another balloon. It got caught on the windshield and they couldn’t tell where they were going! 
Communication can be really difficult. You all get calls from telemarketers, I’m sure.  Rihab Garner told me after the first service that she had this same problem; you can understand why when you think about her name.  I received one of those calls a couple weeks ago and the guy on the other end of the line, obviously not from the 918 area code, said “May I speak to Keep?”  I said “Keep?  There is no one here named Keep.”  “So sorry, wrong number.”  
Then just last week a nice young woman called me, selling something I’m sure, and said, “May I speak with Kemp Wolfe?”  Kemp. K-e-m-p.  I said, “There is no one here named Kemp.”  Here’s the best one of all (if you have Cox Cable you know how this works). We were watching television and the number came up on the television screen. It said the call was from Direct TV.  Suzanne answered the phone and I heard her say, “Wolfy? There is no one at this house named Wolfy.  Would you please quit calling us?” 
Communication. I don’t know if you’ve noticed or not, but the title of the sermon is listed in the bulletin as “The Hard Part of Faith.” Somewhere between my desk and and the time when the bulletin got printed, the title that was supposed to be “The Hardest Part of Faith” got changed to “The Hard Part of Faith.”  This morning I’m not going to talk about “The Hard Part of Faith.” I’m going to talk about what I believe is the single thing that is “The Hardest Part of Faith.”  

When we looked at this scripture last Wednesday evening at Bible Study, some of the folks talked about things that were difficult in their faith life--just believing, just trusting God when times are tough. That’s a hard part of faith.  Someone else mentioned worry, especially worrying about the small stuff.  We all do that, don’t we?  Someone mentioned how difficult it can be to forgive someone who has hurt you.  Bob Rorschach could tell you stories he has heard of people who have said how difficult good stewardship can be. Those are all hard parts of faith, but they’re not the hardest part. 

To look at the hardest part of faith I went to the scripture I read this morning. I have a fascinating story to tell you about scripture.  Recently on one of the local sports radio stations the person who was talking was discussing the problems in the Jenks Athletic Department and also what happened at Booker T. Washington.  The person on the sports radio said, “When our family faces a difficult decision, we try to make a decision based on . . .” I couldn’t wait to hear what he would say.  Would he say “We make decisions based on what’s best for our children?”  “We make decisions based on what’s best for our family?”  “We make decisions based on what we think is right?” He didn’t say any of those things.  He said “In our family, when we are faced with a difficult decision, we try to make the decision based on scripture. What would God want us to do in this situation?” That’s not a bad way to make decisions, and certainly we can learn from today’s scripture.  
This scripture and this sermon is based on requests some of you made. I tried to combine several of those today. There were different requests, but kind of the bottom line on all of them was, “What can I do to be a better Christian?”  “How can I live my faith on a daily basis?”  So I turn to this scripture. Before we look to this scripture, however, let me address what some of you might be thinking after hearing the scripture. “Here we go again, another sermon on love. You preachers love to preach on love.” Do you know why we preachers love to preach on love? Because we know we are not getting it right. None of us. We don’t love the way Christ wants us to love.  
I was watching a football game a couple of weeks ago. If you watch those games, you know the ever-present crawl at the bottom of the screen. You can see scores from other games. Something was on there, I can’t remember what it was, that I was interested in, then I realized that what they were showing at the bottom of the screen and I was reading was, “You are watching College Football on ABC.”  I didn’t need to be reminded of that. I knew it already. I knew I was watching a football game and I knew that it was on Channel 8.  
Maybe we need something in the church to remind us of what our purpose is as the church.  One thing above everything else is to increase the love of God and neighbor.  Every decision we make in the church, we need to ask that question.  What does this do to increase the love of God? What will this program, what will this ministry do to increase the love of neighbor? If what we are about doesn’t do those things, we don’t need to do them. It is basic to what we do. It is not optional.  
Think about buying a car and that whole experience. A part of that is looking at all of the options on a car. Some of you can remember a time when a radio was an option on a car. You could get a car with or without a radio.  You certainly remember a time when you could get a car with or without an air conditioner. Today the options are different. Remember a few years ago an option was an 8-track player in a car?  Boy if you had an 8 track player in your car, you had it made.  Let me make a suggestion to you, if you are holding onto those 8-track tapes, throw them away.  You know, they’re not going to do you any good anymore.  Today the options are certainly a CD player, but also an MP3 hookup for your iPod; Bluetooth capabilities so you can speak on the telephone; navigation system; or a DVD screen so the kids can watch their favorite DVDs when you are in the car.  Those are all options.  
If you are looking at the model of what it means to be a Christian, this is no option, there is a commandment to love one another.  That is why I say it’s the hardest part of faith. Most of us don’t like being told what to do, do we, especially in the area of faith? We like words such as grace, compassion, acceptance, forgiveness. We believe, and we like to believe, that God relates to us in that way.  
This is a scripture about commitment, sacrifice, discipline, obedience. The hardest part of faith is doing what we’re told.  Some people might say “Well then, if that’s the hardest part of faith, all we have to do is mind all the rules. If we memorize the rules, and obey all the rules, that’s enough isn’t it?  We’ve completely missed the point if that’s all we do.  
William Willimon has written these words, “There are those who know everything about Jesus except that He is love. They use the Bible like a bludgeon, they are people for whom Christianity is a way to divide, separate, put down others. Without love, faith, the Christian faith can become cruel and ugly.”  
We are talking about the most basic part of our faith, and the hardest part of faith is to obey His commandment to love.  The scripture Steve read this morning is from 1 John. John wrote, “Anyone who says he loves God and hates his brother is a liar.”  I want to put a twist on that scripture. I want to say this, “Anyone who says he loves his brother and hates God is a liar.”  How can you claim to love your brother who was created by God and loved by God, then say you hate God?  
For the person who says, “But what about my neighbor?  Will Rogers never met my neighbor.  Am I really commanded to love my neighbor?”  Yes, because your neighbor was created by God.  
Am I commanded to love the boss who is so unfair?” Yes, your boss was created by God. 

“Am I commanded to love the friend who betrayed me?”  Yes, your friend was created by God.  
It is a commandment, it’s not an option.  One other thing. It is not only your neighbor who was created by God, it is you who were created by God.  The commandment is this: Love your neighbor, as you love yourself. How many times have you heard someone say, “First you have to love yourself.”  I’m not concerned about that. You know what? Of all the things I’m concerned about with you folks, at the bottom of the list is that you will love yourselves. I know that, because I know how much I love myself.  I look at my own checkbook and see how the money is spent. I’m really good at spending money on myself. Most of us are. Way down my list of concerns is whether we will love ourselves.  
High on that list is how we love our neighbor.  Does it mean we have to be best friends with them or even like them?  No, but it means we need to love them. Let me give you an example. Do you remember the man who was called the “Minister to Presidents,”  Billy Graham? One president after another, Republican, Democrat. Towards the end of his ministry Billy Graham ministered to the first George Bush and then to President Clinton. Can you think of two men who were further apart than the first George Bush and Bill Clinton? Politically, philosophically, maybe morally and religiously. Billy Graham loved both of them. Have you seen what the first George Bush and Bill Clinton are doing now? They are involved in a  program to reach out and help people around the world, possibly because Billy Graham loved both of them as children created by God.

One final word about obedience. This kind of obedience is at its best when it is mixed with grace. I know that most of you, as do I, have some trouble being obedient. Oh, we try sometimes; sometimes we don’t even try that much. We fail, don’t we? We try, we take a step forward, we take a few steps back.
Let me tell you about a man I knew like that who holds out hope for all of us. I’ll call him Joe. He was a friend of mine and he was not a member of my church. Everyone in the community loved Joe; he was just that kind of guy. He was an easy guy to like. Everyone knew that Joe had a drinking problem. When he got drunk he was not a happy drunk, he was an angry drunk. Because of this, he was estranged from his wife and children. 
Everyone loved Joe, though, because Joe was a good ole guy. When Joe died, I went to his funeral. There was a large crowd in the church that day. Before the service started, I was thinking to myself, “What would I say if I were Joe’s minister?” I was anxious to hear what Joe’s minister said about Joe. He said some good things about the kind of friend Joe was to so many and how he had helped many people in his life. Then the minister said, “You all know Joe had some problems in his life. He was not always the person he wanted to be.” 
He was not always the person he wanted to be. I’ve thought about Joe and what the minister said about him several times since then. He was not always the person he wanted to be. That sounds like each of us, doesn’t it? He was not always the person he wanted to be. I thought to myself, “Jesus, who is?”  Amen
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