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Have you ever had the experience of getting a song stuck in your mind?  You can’t stop hearing it, even as the repetitiveness of it grows more and more intolerable.  Often it isn’t a song, but a jingle, a radio or t.v. ad.  It always seems to be songs that you’re not at all interested in remembering or recalling once, let alone over and over again.  

For the past few days I can’t stop thinking about a song by M.C. Hammer called, You Can’t Touch This.  Why that?  Why couldn’t I have had the slow movement of Beethoven’s Appassionata sonata running through my head, the movement that made that stern Marxist Vladimir Lenin weep for its beauty when he first heard it?  

I suspect that  the very fact a song or jingle is annoying is what makes it noticeable, I think, “Why am I replaying THIS in my head?” and then this is like a trigger, bringing it to a level of awareness that then makes it stick.

I had this same uncomfortable experience a couple weeks ago, not with a jingle or song, but with the strangely misnamed Dove World Outreach Center in Florida, actually with its leader, Terry Jones, the man who announced plans to have a bonfire of copies of the Qu’ran.  Certainly he was in the news enough to be brought to the forefront of anyone’s attention, but there was something about his plans that really got inside my head, even as the events receded and he suspended the burning.  
I suspect it might be because at the Cathedral we enjoy such a good relationship with the Boston Muslim community, members have been holding their weekly Friday prayers in our meeting hall for the past ten years, and have been our partners in a number of ministry projects, mostly to our homeless neighbors.  They’ve helped us for a number of years with our Thanksgiving meal, and a couple years ago when the bishop of Jerusalem asked for Episcopalians for donations to repair a hospital in Gaza that had been damaged by Israeli bombs they gave more money than all the rest of the parishes in the diocese combined.  So there was something that felt particularly wrenching when I thought about the respectful, compassionate men of faith I have gotten to know, and then taking copies of their sacred texts and desecrating them in this hateful way.  

This action is even more upsetting than most Christians imagine, as the Qu’ran occupies a place of reverence in Islam even greater than the Bible for most Christians.  For a Muslim, the Qu’ran is itself a kind of holy object, as and they treat it with the same respect and reverence that a deeply patriotic American might treat our flag, or a high church Episcopalian or Anglican might treat the reserved sacrament.  

For Terry Jones to talk about burning copies of the Qu’ran would be like someone announcing he would make a bonfire of crucifixes.  Imagine if someone gathered a large pile of crosses, all with figures of Christ on them, heaping them together, sprinkling them with gas or kerosene and throwing on a match.  What would that be like for Christians?  What would people in various places in our country be saying and doing in response?
So I couldn’t get this guy out of my head, he was like a bad song that kept repeating, although a bad song is simply annoying, and this man and his plans were not simply annoying, they were dangerous, polarizing.  It made me cringe to think that he claims to represent the same faith and same country as I do, that people throughout the world would see him and think this is what Christians in the United States are like, even though most Christians were condemning what he was planning to do. 
In an odd way he represents an unfortunate truth, that people can make judgments about an entire faith or nation based on the actions of a small minority. Christianity and America were tarred with the brush of this man’s ignorance, intolerance and hateful divisiveness, even though he never actually carried out his plans.
It should not be surprising that in other countries there were demonstrations against America and Christians, whipped up by hate mongers claiming that Christianity and America were represented by this man because we have seen hate mongers in our own country whip up anti-Muslim feelings by claiming that Islam is represented by the actions of the tiny minority who have acted with hatred and violence toward us.
But I really couldn’t get this Florida pastor out of my head, I couldn’t stop thinking about him, even after 9/11, when he called off his planned Qur’an burning. I began to pay attention to this, as I’ve learned that when things lodge in my head or heart they may be important, God might be showing me something about myself, inviting me to deepen my faith or understanding in some way.
So I began to pay more attention to my thoughts and feelings about this man.  When I was praying I asked why I seemed so obsessed with him why was this important?
Here’s one uncomfortable truth I discovered when I took time out to think and pray about this guy.  I was jealous of him, or perhaps I should say I was jealous of the attention he and his church were receiving.  One of my responsibilities as Dean of St. Paul’s Cathedral is to raise awareness of our ministries, the way we try to live out the gospel mandate to love our neighbors, and I would say he succeeded in a way that I never imagined possible in getting his church and it’s ministry before the public.

So I’m jealous of his attention.  Everyone was talking about him.  Barack Obama, Hillary Clinton, David Petraeus.  Secretary of Defense Robert Gates called him up!  If I am honest I must confess that I wish these people would know about St. Paul’s Cathedral and the things we do, and talk about them as much as they spoke about this Florida church and pastor.  I wish they’d call ME up.
I had an idea on Wednesday of the week preceding 9/11, before that the Cathedral should give out copies of the Qu’ran as a fitting response to 9/11.  Instead of separating ourselves, letting hateful extremists divide us, why not learn about Islam, read their holy text, connect with them?  If we are called to love our neighbors, doesn’t it make sense to know them?   I contacted one of the leaders of the Muslims who gather each week on Fridays for prayers at the Cathedral, to share my idea.  He was excited and interested in helping, he offered to have their community supply copies of the Qur’an for us to give out.  This  past Friday we met to iron out details.  

I continue to be excited by this idea, and think it’s a good thing to be doing, but there was little response from the media when this was announced.  A Herald reporter called me and interviewed me by phone, sent a photographer to take a picture, but then the story never ran.  
So I realized I feel jealous of this man and his church, not for myself but for the Cathedral and what we do.  (OK, maybe a little bit for myself.)

But here’s another uncomfortable truth I discovered, related to this morning’s gospel reading.  This man that I find so repugnant is actually an example of someone that Jesus commends in his parable.  Terry Jones embodies the lesson Jesus is trying to convey.
As we just heard, Jesus describes a man who is a steward, a property manager, for a wealthy man, and the man loses faith in him and tells him he’s going to be fired.  The steward then contacts people who owe his boss money and offers to cook the books, to reduce the amount they owe as a way to insure their support once he gets the boot.  He’s cheating his boss out of money owed to him as a way to make friends, so when he’s looking for work they might help him, even hire him.  His boss discovers what he’s done, but instead of being enraged at his employee’s dishonesty he commends him, notes that he has acted shrewdly and well.  Jesus underscores this point, telling his listeners to use anything, including dishonest wealth, to help advance their cause.  It’s a little bewildering, just the kind of lesson you hope never comes up in a Sunday School curriculum if you’re a teacher.
But pastor Terry Jones helped me see Jesus’ point:  as much as I didn’t like what he announced he would do, it absolutely demonstrated what he felt, and it got everyone to think about his church and about him.  This guy in Gainesville figured out a way to have most of America learn about him, talk about him, think and care about what he was doing.  (Most people didn’t like it, but no one seemed indifferent, there were strong feelings by everyone.)  I imagine there was some element of narcissism or inflated self-importance in his actions, but most of us aren’t free from that, and the fact remains that this man was able to get near universal attention for what he cared about.

And I wondered, how do we think creatively, and how do we act boldly, in order to make connections, let people know what we care about, what we believe in?  

This is a slippery slope, publicity can be achieved in all kinds of destructive and heinous ways, but the fact remains that however much we say we care about our faith, however deeply felt or important it is for us, usually we aren’t very bold or creative in engaging other people about it.

Let me provide an example of bold action, closer to home.  Several years ago all three bishops at that time, Tom Shaw, Bud Cederholm and Barbara Harris, put on their purple cassocks and went and demonstrated in front of the Israeli Consulate to protest the treatment of the Palestinians by the Israelis. Tom said later that he had been praying for peace in the Mideast, every day, for over two years, and he felt he needed to do something more than pray.

Their demonstration received an enormous amount of attention, some supportive, much of it highly critical.  But it triggered a much wider and much deeper conversation about Palestinians and Israelis.  It was the catalyst for a diocesan education series held here over several weeks in the evening to which hundreds and hundreds of people came.

It made a difference.

What are we willing to do to make a difference?  What risks are we willing to take, what criticisms to endure, to get people to hear what we care about?

Here’s a tiny opportunity.  In two weeks we are going to have our Blessing of the Animals service, and we always hope that a wide range of people will be attracted and come.  We put up a poster in our kiosk, and have postcards that mostly sit in the lobby until after the event, and are then recycled or thrown away.

What if each of us took 3 or 4, and gave them to people we know or meet, and invite them to our service.  Invite them with genuine warmth and enthusiasm, because we believe what happens here is good, and people will be strengthened and inspired by what we do and what we hope to do.  What would that be like for us?  
The question remains, what do we care about, what deeply matters to us, and what are we doing to connect with others about this, how do we share with others the deeply held values and hopes we have?

The gospel reading for this week helped me see understand something about this man’s actions that I had missed, specifically the parable Jesus relates about man who learns he’s about to get fired by his wealthy boss, so he contacts everyone who owes his boss money and agrees to cook the books, cutting their debt, as a way to insure he’ll have friends after he’s been let go. His boss finds out, and instead of going ballistic at the betrayal he commends the steward for his canny wheeling and dealing, a sentiment Jesus echoes, also holding up the steward as someone 
