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It’s been quite a week here in Lake Woebegone. Such is the usual beginning of Garrison Keillor’s report about that fictional little town where all the women are strong, the men are good-looking, and all the children are above average. It has been quite a week here on the East Coast in the aftermath of Hurricane Irene, but, thanks be to God, we are far from being woebegone. 

Have you ever noticed how disruptions to our usual routines can bring out the best in people? Groups of neighbors gather in the street to check up on one another, working together to clear debris, and offering to share the resources at hand. This week, people delivered buckets of water, medicine and food, offered the use of their showers, generators, and gave each other much more leeway in terms of time, productivity, and communication. Friends eating out together, families playing more board games and having candle lit dinners; instead of time on Facebook, people are spending more time in face to face conversation! It has been a week too, for increased gratitude, for all the things that we take for granted every day. Ample access to food, hot and cold running water in homes, computers and telephones- these things set us apart as the wealthiest people in the world.  
Of course, these kinds of events can also bring out he worst in people as they respond with anger and criticism to the discomfort and anxiety they are feeling. With Hurricane Irene, as with many other storms, there were sure to be those who enjoy blaming hurricanes, floods, or tornadoes on the wrath of God. They say that God uses natural disasters to communicate his anger, usually about whatever current issue they are in disagreement. This was how some of our spiritual ancestors interpreted these kinds of events. They felt that God must be punishing them for something. Rulers were often targeted with blame for calamity with speculation about their evil actions. And as recently as the Salem witch trials in Massachusetts colony and Pat Robertson in our own day, individuals and whole nations are accused of devil worship for the upheaval experienced by their communities. 
Advances in geological and meteorological sciences have shown us that natural disasters are caused by plate tectonics, water temperature, and wind direction. They are not expressions of God’s wrath, but they can be opportunities to reflect on what we have come to value, and the ways that our lives have become cut off from God and from one another. I laughed to hear an apology this week from a tv station acknowledging how lost we must be with out their essential services. So TV is now an essential?? I’m not suggesting a return to a pre-electrical society! I was thrilled to have our power turned on last night and am looking forward to doing laundry this afternoon! But perhaps in the wake of the storm, we can assess the damage that is being done to our community by more than wind and rain and falling trees. What damage is done by indifference, ingratitude, and isolation from one another? What damage is done when I do not consider Who is my neighbor?
Community is the very center of our identity as persons. Just as God is in essence not three separate persons, but a relationship of love, we who are made in God’s image are made to be in community.  Jesus put it this way, “When two or three are gathered together in my name, I am in the midst of them.” What holy ground we are on when we meet together! But, Jesus also knew that when two or three are gathered, conflict is often in their midst as well. Jesus urges us to do the hard work of reconciliation. After speaking heart to heart and face to face, and even bringing in others to help, Jesus says an offending person is to then be treated as a tax collector and a gentile. 
At first glance, this sounds harsh, as though Jesus is saying that one who offends us should be cut off from the community. That is, until we remember that the one writing this account, Matthew, was a tax collector. He knew first hand the way that Jesus treated tax collectors and sinners; with compassion and love. If we have put on Christ’s life in Baptism, we will not cut off those with whom we are in conflict, but re-double our efforts to restore right relationship in the community.

Paul’s exhortation in the book of Roman’s and Jesus’ teaching on reconciliation are not just extra niceties for those who are seeking union with God in Christ. They are at the root of God’s mission and vision. Wake up, says Paul, All the commandments can be summed up in one word, Love. I was reading books on my iphone at night this week when candlelight was too dim, and came across Martin Luther’s Small Catechism from 1529 that I had downloaded months ago. What struck me about Luther’s treatment of the 10 commandments was that like Paul, Luther went beyond the mere negative interpretation. Thus the seventh commandment, You must not steal, carries with it the requirement to refrain from acquisition by fraud or profit from poorly made products. In addition we are obligated to help our neighbors improve and protect their property and livelihoods. In the same way the Eighth commandment, Luther asserts, is not just about refraining from lying about our neighbor, but defending our neighbor’s reputation, and saying good things about them, and seeing the best side of everything he does. This is what it is to sum up all the commandments with the commandment to Love God and Neighbor.
Facing life’s storms can disrupt our illusion of independence and control over life. Let us take advantage of this time of cleaning up and refocus on what is most important.  God would have us grow more and more into God’s own likeness, a community of love and relationship with God in our midst as our true center.
Amen

