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As I said in my article in the church paper this week, it is good to be back and especially good to be back in worship.  The first thing I want to say is thank you to Carol for filling in when I was gone. Will you join with me please in expressing your appreciation to Carol.  
I do appreciate the opportunity to be away. We had a good time. We were able to attend our General Assembly in Nashville and did some other traveling as well. We were in seven states altogether.  One of the states was Colorado. Promise you won’t hate me for saying this, but while we were in Estes Park, the high most days was around 80 degrees. The morning we left it was 55 degrees. As we came through Kansas and crossed the state line into Oklahoma the car thermometer said 105 degrees. It was a warm welcome back. How about this heat? It has been unbelievable hasn’t it?
As a part of the sermon this morning I want to ask you about your favorite weather person, your favorite meteorologist on local television. I’m going to ask you to raise your hands. You can vote only once, so be careful because this isn’t like an election in Chicago. Raise your hand if your favorite T.V. weather person is Julie Chin.  Some like Julie. Dan Threlkeld? Some votes for Dan. Travis Meyer? Some for Travis, too. Dick Faurot? The fishermen and women like Dick Faurot. 
It might seem kind of silly and a waste of time during worship to talk about our favorite weather person, but I’m going to suggest this morning that your favorite weather person might be one of the most important decisions you will ever make. I say this in response to a letter to the editor that was in the Tulsa World a couple of weeks ago.  A woman from Coweta wrote the letter; it concerned a billboard that had been erected on the Broken Arrow Expressway just this side of the exit to Coweta on State Highway 51. 
This woman said: “I am appalled at the PFLAG billboard,” PFLAG is a group that is known as Parents and Friends of lesbians and gays.  ”I am appalled at the PFLAG that has been erected at the entrance of Oklahoma 51 coming into Coweta.  First of all, no one I love or know is gay.  Since a very small percentage of the world’s population is gay, I would speak for the majority.”  
She goes on and says some other things and then closes with this, “Finally, I would ask that you take a good look around this country and see the floods, and droughts we are experiencing. God told his people through Moses 3,000 years ago, ‘If you diligently obey the Lord your God…I will give rain to your land in its season…’ ‘But if you do not obey, the Lord will make the rain of your land powder and dust…’  Wake up America.  When will America see that these words still ring true for us today?”  

This woman’s favorite weather man is Moses. If you read Deuteronomy 28, the words she wrote in the letter are there. God, through Moses, says, “If you obey, I will send rain to your land. But if you disobey, I will turn the rain into powder and dust.” I suppose on one hand when this woman says, “Wake up America,” we might want to say, “Amen, you tell it sister.” When we think about it for a while, though, we might hesitate before we speak in agreement.  
Hold on a minute. Do you remember the one group Jesus criticized more than any other? It was the Pharisees, the ones who were the most legalistic; the ones who followed every letter of the law. Yet Jesus was more critical of them than anyone else.  Why? Because they tried to suck the very joy out of faith.  Remember, Jesus said, “I came that my joy might be in you, and that your joy might be full.” 

One of my closest friends is Ron Pingelton, a fellow classmate in Seminary. Our first year there, we had been in Enid for just a few weeks, Ron and his wife invited Suzanne and me and another couple over for supper one evening. We were all getting to know each other and what it meant to be in seminary and what it might mean some day to serve a church.  We had a delightful evening; we had a good supper, we visited, and played some games. 
     We’d been there long enough that Johnny Carson came on. Johnny Carson was still on back then. One of his guests was Ed Ames. If you have ever seen those greatest hits clips, you’re already way ahead of me. Remember that Ed Ames played “Mingo” on the television show, “Daniel Boone?” He played an Indian.  
     Johnny Carson thought it would be a good idea if they got a couple of tomahawks. They had a cardboard cutout of a cowboy. They threw the tomahawks at the cardboard cutout.  Do you remember that? Ed Ames threw his tomahawk . . . a delicate way to say this is that Mingo took aim and let it fly!  He hit the cowboy in an area somewhere below the belt.”  

Ron Pingleton and I immediately started laughing hysterically, rolling on the floor almost with what had happened.  The other guy who was there, a seminary classmate of ours, never cracked a smile. He let us know in no uncertain terms that that was nothing to laugh about.  The harder we tried not to laugh, the more we laughed.  Remember, the Pharisees tried to suck the joy out of faith. There is some kind of warning for us

In our scripture today, a part of the Sermon on the Mount, we have several “you have heard it said” sayings of Jesus. Jesus is comparing the Law of Moses to the New Law, the law of Jesus.  “You have heard it said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy,’ but I say to you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.”  Six times in one way or another in this fifth chapter Jesus says, “You have heard it said, but I say to you…”  Then for the last time, in effect, these words, “You have heard it said that if you disobey God, God will turn your land into powder and dust, but I say to you, God sends rain on the just and the unjust.”  

     Now there are all kinds of lessons for us in this scripture. One of the lessons is this: Someone said to me who noticed this sermon title, “Boy you must have a good pipeline to God to get it to rain on Saturday afternoon before Sunday morning.” I would never take credit for that. (I’ll speak about that in a little bit.) What Jesus said to us next is what I want you to hear.  “You must be perfect; as your heavenly Father is perfect.”  Jesus, you expect us to be perfect?  Luke is helpful here. The same words are in Luke but in a different way. Luke says that Jesus said, “You must be merciful as your Heavenly Father is merciful.” God’s justice is made perfect in mercy.  

     Scholarship Sunday is one of my favorite Sundays, when we have the scholarship recipients here. I love the potential and all that it means and what the church is doing to be supportive. But I want the scholarship recipients to hear this. No mater how much you might study, no matter how much you might learn, remember Paul’s words. “If I have prophetic powers and understand all mysteries, and all knowledge and have not love, I am nothing.” You must be perfect as your Heavenly Father is perfect.  You must be merciful as your Heavenly Father is merciful. You must be loving as your Heavenly Father is loving.

     It is easy, as the letter writer did, to pick out any group, or any individual for our criticism. Gay, straight, homosexual, homophobe, Muslim, liberal, conservative, Republican, Democrat; the list goes on and on. It’s so easy to be critical of the other guy, isn’t it; to be judgmental, to be condemning. “You have heard it said that God will turn you land into dust if you don’t obey God, but I say to you God sends his rain on the just and the unjust.” 
     Something you need to know. I’m kind of a weather buff.  I keep up with all kinds of weather statistics.  The meteorologists talk about the summer of 1936 and 1980 being hottest summers on record in Oklahoma. I don’t remember 1936 but I remember 1980 and how hot it was back then. 

I have some good news for you. When you watch the next weathercast, look for this; when they show the average high temperature it will be 94 degrees. This is the good news, last week the average high temperature was 95 degrees. Do you understand what that means?  We’ve turned the corner.  We’re on the downhill side of summer. It is starting to cool off. There will be an end to this heat.  
     Something else I enjoyed during our time off was being able to work in the yard. I love going out and working in the yard these 108 –110 degrees days. I’d get out there at 3:00 in the afternoon and just sweat like crazy. One day I noticed this. We’ve got a tree that’s getting to be big enough to provide some shade. As I walked by that tree, I was in the shade of the tree for just a second. I thought, “You know, that feels pretty good in the shade. It doesn’t feel nearly as hot as it does out in the sun.” It seemed like 15-20 degrees cooler in the shade. 

Do you remember what happened one day last week? We had a string of 100 degrees days, but last Thursday it was “only” 99. On Thursday I was in a place about the same time that I had been the day before at the same time. My car thermometer registered 17 degrees cooler on Thursday than it did on Wednesday. It was 99 degrees and the day before my car thermometer said it was 116.  

Do you remember what happened to make it cooler that day? It was cloudy on Thursday. Now I’m not the sharpest knife in the drawer, but if you think about it, if you’re in the shade or if it’s cloudy, it’s not as hot. You realize it’s all about the sun. You don’t have to be the sharpest knife in the drawer to figure out that in a life of faith it’s all about the Son; the Son of God. Through his life, his death and his resurrection Jesus has said to us, “You have heard it said…”  You have heard it said by many that God is just waiting to get you when you make a mistake, but I say to you God is just waiting to love you.” 

It’s easy to pick out any individual group and condemn them, but our faith calls us to do better.  Our faith calls us to be better. It really is all about the Son.  The Son of God.  
     Earlier I asked you to pick out your favorite meteorologist. You see, you have a choice. As persons of faith our favorite meteorologist can be Moses or our favorite meteorologist can be Jesus. One has given us an example of a God who is just waiting to condemn and judge us. The other has given us an example of a God who is just waiting to love us and forgive us and who challenges us to do the same with each other. How many of our marriages need this kind of mercy? How many of our friendships? How many of our relationships need this kind of mercy? 
     The reason I said I would never take any kind of credit for getting it to rain yesterday afternoon or to have some kind of “pipeline to God” is what the person said to me is this: Even through the severest drought I don’t need to pray to God to ask for God to make it rain. I can pray instead the prayer that Jesus prayed in the garden, the prayer that is a part of the model prayer. The very beginning of the Lord’s Prayer, “Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name, thy kingdom come, thy will be done.”  

My concern is for those of you who come here on any given Sunday who are suffering from some kind of spiritual drought. Something has happened that has caused you to feel far away from God. Perhaps nothing has happened and you just don’t feel God at all.  
I know that on any given Sunday there are persons here in that spiritual drought condition. The challenge for us as persons of faith is simply to trust; to trust, not someone who predicts the weather, but to trust the One who creates the weather.  

Who is your favorite meteorologist? Amen
