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LESSONS OF 1 PETER FOR TODAY: HONOR ALL
1 Peter 2:11-17

A sermon preached at First Presbyterian Church by Carter Lester on

September 11, 2011

Introduction:  In September and October, Kerry and I are going to be doing something a little different in the pulpit – preaching through a single book.  In this case, we are going to be preaching through 1 Peter, which is actually an epistle, or letter, written to churches in Asia Minor, what is now Turkey.  These young Christians were converts, and found themselves living as a minority.  It was not so much that they were persecuted as it was that they were ostracized by their neighbors, because as Christians they no longer “fit in.”  At times when we are reading 1 Peter, we will be very much aware that we are reading a document nearly 2000 years old.  At other times, the issues that we read here may feel as current as the latest headlines on an I-Pad 2.  But at all times, we will be given food for thought as we seek to live the Christian life in an increasingly secular world.  Today, we do not begin at the beginning of the letter, but with a passage that seems particularly relevant as we mark the 10th anniversary of 9-11.

Read 1 Peter 2:11-17 


Where were you on 9-11-2001?  Not a hard question to answer is it?  For each generation, it seems there is at least one date which is indelibly imprinted on the mind, one date when a host of images and memories come rushing back: December 7, 1941, November 22, 1963, and now, September 11, 2001.  

In some ways, 9-11 was a one-of-a-kind atrocity and tragedy – or at least we pray that it was.  But in other ways, historians have pointed out that 9-11 was part of a larger trend.  Just a decade before 9-11, a much happier event occurred – the fall of the Berlin Wall, and with it, the symbolic end of the Cold War and the great rivalry between Communist countries and western democracies.  I don’t know if you remember, but there was all of this optimism then that the world would be a much safer place, that with the diminishment of Communism’s power and aggression, there was no longer the threat of large-scale wars.  There might be some skirmishes here and there some analysts contended, but the threat of large-scale killing and war was largely over.


Of course, that was not the case.  What we saw instead was that the Cold War was replaced by a series of hot ethnic wars – in places like Rwanda and Bosnia – and that the risk of Communist attack was replaced by the threat of terrorist attack in Somalia and India, on railroad tracks in Spain, in the tube in London, and on one dark day ten years ago, on four passenger airplanes in American airspace.

In some ways, the world is shrinking and there are infinitely more opportunities for meeting, communicating with, and getting to know others from widely differing places, cultures, and religions.  But in other ways, the suspicion and conflict among differing groups and people has only grown.  One astute commentator wrote a few weeks ago, “How we relate to the ‘other’ ethnically, nationally, religiously, is the most important moral and theological issue of our time.”


Against that backdrop, what does 1 Peter have to teach us?  Two little words to remember and live by when it comes to dealing with “the other”  Two little words which maynot offer a great solution for peace on the planet, but which do offer at least a place to start..  Two little words – “Honor all,” as Peter writes in 2:17.

“Honor all” – what does that look like?

To honor others is to respect others, and it means to treat them with dignity, to treat them the way that we want to be treated.  When we honor or respect people, we see them not just for how they might serve our purposes or make our lives easier, but as persons in their own right.

Let’s start with considering those closest to us.  Have you ever been around a married couple and heard them barking at each other with a rudeness one would never dare show at work?  And yet they were oblivious that anything was out of the ordinary?  Often, it is not that they have quit loving each other, but they have fallen into a rut where they take each other for granted.

How often are we that way?  Asking for things without saying, “Please,” for example, or receiving something from the other without saying, “thank you.”  Showing an impatience with each other that we would never show to others.  What would happen if we were to try this week to show respect to those closest to us – spouses, parents, siblings – to  be intentional about showing courtesy and kindness?

Beyond home, “honoring all” means listening at least as often as we speak.  As one human relations specialist has observed, respect in the workplace means that we seek others’ ideas and opinions.  We ask them how they are doing and really listen to the answer.  And we never cut off someone else when they are speaking as if our ideas and what we have to say is more important than anything they might have to say.  Respecting others also means that we never put down or disparage others, and if we have reason to say something negative to someone because of job performance, we say it privately and not in front of others.
   


Honoring all means that we treat the least popular person at school the same way that we treat the most popular person – even if they don’t treat us the same.  We treat others equally, no matter how much, or how little, money they have, no matter where they are from or what they look like.  And we show respect not just to those whom we need, who can get us something, but also those who can offer us nothing.  Whether a clerk in the store, or someone in traffic on 422, we try to treat each person the way we would want to be treated. 

Honoring all means just that – all people.  As one contemporary theologian, Miroslav Volf, has observed, “the reach of God’s love is the scope of our respect…Since God loves all equally, we should respect all equally.”
  That includes those who are different from us, who have different beliefs than we do, whether political, or religious, or even Dallas Cowboy fans.  Seriously, honoring another person does not mean that we have to agree with the other person, any more than it means that they must agree with us before they are worthy of respect.  But it does mean that we have to try to understand them.   

“Honor all” – can you imagine the difference that might make in our political conversations and debates in Washington and in Pottstown if people actually tried to live out that Biblical command?  Some politicians like to speak of following “Biblical values” but “honoring all” is one Biblical value they seem to regularly ignore.


In the case of religion, respect for those of different religions means that we try to understand their beliefs – in an open-ended, non-judgmental way.  Respect does not mean that we jettison our own beliefs, or that we try to limit religion to what all people can agree on.  But it does mean that we treat non-Christians the way we want to be treated.

Respect for others also means that we do not just lump everyone together.  As John Buchanan has written, “it is so easy to identify all Israeli Jews with fanatical settlers, all Muslims with suicide bombers.  It is easy for outsiders to identify all Christians with the radical fundamentalists who threaten to blow up abortion clinics,” or kill children at a Norwegian summer camp.


To show respect is to try to see the world through the eyes of another person who is different from us.  And it is to look at them through the eyes of God.  Because no matter what they believe, or where they are from, they are created by God.  No matter what they have done,  they are ones for whom Christ died.  And no matter how hard we find them to love, they are loved by God - eternally.  I remember hearing a rabbi say once that we will never have peace in the Mideast until Jews and Palestinians can see in each other the image of God.


Finally, our honor, our respect is due no matter what someone has done or not done – to us, or to someone else.  That does not mean that we condone what they do or tolerate it.  Again our model is God.  God loves all equally but God does not love all of our deeds equally.  In the same way, Volf notes,  “You respect the person always; you should respect the work when it merits respect (and you should condemn and even despise the work when that is what the work merits).”
  We may condemn the work, and even see that they are imprisoned for those works after a fair trial, or even take up arms to see that they do not harm others, but we never write them off as somehow subhuman or worthy of no respect.  Because God never does.

Honoring all – let’s move from the general to the personal, from the abstract to the specific.  What does honoring all look like?

I don’t know about you, but one of my contemporary heroes is Desmond Tutu, the Archbishop of Capetown, who was a fierce advocate for the end of apartheid but never sought violent ways to do that and never grew bitter or hateful.  Still living, he is a man of great courage and faith, and was chosen by the country to lead the Truth and Reconciliaton Commission in South Africa, which managed to bring some justice to those who perpetrated abuses under apartheid without leading to a new round of vengeance and reprisals.  He was said to be the only person in South Africa who was trusted by all to do that work.


But what makes me especially like Tutu is not just what he has done on the world stage.  It is how he treats other people every day.  I spoke with someone one time who was Tutu’s escort on a college campus where he had come to speak at a graduation.  The problem was that they were always late – because Archbishop Tutu was always talking to people, asking them how they were and really listening – whether it was the bellhop at the hotel door or the students at the adjoining table in the student union.


I also heard this story told by Archbishop Tutu.  Someone asked him why he became an Anglican since it was not the church he grew up in, and as a denomination made up primarily of whites was hardly a bastion of support for social change.  Archbishop Tutu cited a priest he met as a young boy.  They met on a city sidewalk when Tutu was walking with his mother.  At that time, all blacks were required to leave the sidewalk if a white person came from the opposite direction.  Failing to do so, you could be fined – or more likely, struck or spit upon.  But one day, Tutu and his mother were walking towards a white Anglican priest when they saw this man do something they had never seen a white person do: he stepped off the sidewalk, took off his hat and bowed slightly in respect to Tutu’s mother.  When it came time to answer the call to ministry, it was in a church that produced such a priest where Tutu wanted to serve.

Honor all.  It may make life a little easier and a little better for the people around you.  Or it may even change the world.
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