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The late Tom Davis, a long-time member of this congregation, loved to share the following story, so much so that he shared it with the chaplain who came to be at his bedside on Tom’s last day on this earth. 
It seems that the novice pastor in a frontier church was dead set on preaching about sin, and when he gets to the part for moving from Biblical strictures to present day realities, in a low, trembling voice he ventures, ‘And so what we need to do, brothers and sisters, is take all the tobacco in town down to the river and just throw it in.” To his surprise, a voice came from the rearmost pew, from one known less for her apple pies and more for her strong opinions and sharp tongue: “Amen!” Somewhat emboldened, in a stronger voice he continues, “And then what we need to do, brothers and sisters, is take all those lurid magazines and suggestive books which are corrupting our young’uns, and just throw them into the river!” “Amen and alleluia, preach it brother!” comes from the same congregant, now so in the throes of the Spirit that she is standing up. And now, ready to bring this sinful sermon to a mighty close, the preacher shouts, “And then what we need to do, beloved, is take all that demon rum and throw it into the river.” 
“Now you just hold on,” comes from that back pew, “Now you’ve gone from preaching to meddling.”
A preacher goes from preaching to meddling when they move from Biblical generalities to the current situation, 
when they move from denouncing the sin “out there” to asking congregants to examine their own attitudes and behaviors, 
when the preaching moves from a feel-good sermon about the grace of God and speaks a word of judgment to those in the pews.
	Jesus, when he comes back to his hometown, goes from preaching to meddling, at least as far as his homies are concerned, so much so that they drive him out of town and seek to hurl him off a cliff.
To recap: Jesus’ return to his hometown is at first greeted with enthusiasm; the locals are eager for him to do the works of God’s grace among them, just as he had done elsewhere. They hear his reading of Scripture and his pronouncement of the fulfillment of God’s promises as a guarantee of God’s blessing on them – all good, so far – but then Jesus goes on to pronounce a fulfillment that is not limited to them or even to Israel – God will bless all the poor, all the captives, and even – get this – foreigners and migrants. No historical or ethnic or gender-based or other boundaries can contain or limit what God is doing.

Having gone from preaching to meddling, his home towners are so scandalized by the breadth and depth and inclusivity of God’s love that, unable to receive it, they reject Jesus, driving him out of the synagogue, then out of the village, and then, unsuccessfully over a cliff.
	I came of age in the late ‘60s, and in the church I attended, St. Thomas’ Episcopal Church in Fort Washington, Pennsylvania, the rector never moved from preaching to meddling. 
The soundtrack of my life outside Sunday morning, in that turbulent Civil Rights Era, included Marvin Gaye’s What’s Going On (“Don’t punish me, with brutality”); 
in those long years of the war in Vietnam, a war which as early as 1968 McNamara warned President Johnson was not winnable, we had Fortunate Son by Creedance Clearwater Revival (”Yeah, some folks inherit star-spangled eyes/ooh they send you down to war, Lord/and when you ask ‘em ‘How much more should we give?’/ooh, they only answer “more, more, more, more.”); 
in an era of campus protests we had Neil Young’s tribute to Kent State, Ohio (“Tin soldiers and Nixon coming/we’re finally on our own/this summer I hear the drumming/four dead in Ohio.”) 
That was my six day a week reality. Yet on Sunday morning, in that hushed, stained-glass sanctuary, not a word of what was going on in my world. Not a word of what God might have to say about any of it.
	The point is, I think that in a way I am by ecclesiastical upbringing predisposed to stick to the preaching and avoid the meddling. 
And so when Jackie Clayton and others of this congregation stood on the airport rotary warning against the war in Iraq and those phony claims of weapons of mass destruction, I cheered them on from a distance. 
And so while I have supported church members and friends who have been at those “No Kings” rallies, I have not attended. 
And so three Sundays ago, in the immediate aftermath of the shooting by ICE agents of Renee Good, I took pains in my pastoral prayer to pray not only for the family and loved ones of this 37 year old spouse and mother, but also the law enforcement personnel charged to perform public safety duties in Minnesota and around the country. Including ICE.
	And yet, over the ensuing three weeks, the voices of outrage and concern over the use of ICE, the militarization of cities in Blue States, and the horrifying and un-American tactics that have been employed not only against criminal migrants, but against those with no criminal records and American citizens, have been impossible for me to tune out. 
	And I am not talking about voices of outrage and concern from those who some might denigrate as liberal outlets. 
[bookmark: _Hlk219370534]For instance, from Bret Stephens, conservative opinion writer for the New York Times: “I’m as law-and-order as it gets. But what’s happening in Minneapolis seems more like a foreign invasion than law enforcement, with more ICE agents in the city than police. And what I saw in that video was neither law nor order. It was the brute abuse of power. The penalty for civil disobedience used to be a citation, maybe even a night in jail. Now it’s a bullet.”
	And from Joe Rogan, conservative podcaster with over 50 million followers, the modern-day successor to Rush Limbaugh, who compared ICE’s tactics to that of Hitler’s Gestapo.
	And then, of course, there is what my eyes tell me. 
Those videos of masked (since when in this country is it okay for law enforcement to hide behind masks?), full body armor, military boots and camouflage fatigues and helmet, combat-armed, unbadged and undisciplined warriors smashing a woman’s car windows and dragging her out and handcuffing her with zip-ties, ignoring her pleas that she was just trying to get to a doctor’s appointment. 
The videos of Renee Good’s shooting, which even if you do not believe your eyes that she was steering around the officer, clearly show that once he was safely alongside the car shot her twice through the open driver’s side window – and then, with his fellow warriors, prevented a doctor from attending to her wounds. 
The videos of half a dozen agents wrestling ICU nurse Alex Pretti to the ground, pistol-whipping him three times, then as he knelt on the ground, pumping ten bullets into him.
The videos of ICE agents demanding, under the threat of arrest, identification paperwork from American citizens, which is both not constitutional and reminiscent of Cold War era East Germany. The photos of school children going to school with lanyards around their neck containing their passports.
ICE officers, with guns drawn, breaking down the door of the home of a 56 year-old United States citizen, handcuffing him, and dragging him out into the snow in 17 degree weather, dressed only in shorts, arrested and taken for interrogation and fingerprinting, only released later with no apology, no explanation. An American citizen, with no criminal record. From his house. In his underwear. In the snow.
	If a member of our military is accused of an unlawful act, they are subject to court-martial. If a member of the Barnstable Police Department is accused of an unlawful act, they are subject to administrative review. If a member of ICE commits an unlawful act, they have, according to Vice President J. D. Vance, “absolute immunity.” There apparently is no transparent federal investigation, and state and local investigations are prohibited. They are armed for Fallujah, and there are no guardrails.
	 I know that a lot of us wonder what we can do about it, and can feel helpless to do anything that will make a difference. We live in a Blue State, and our representatives in Congress are doing what they can. 
And yet there are those who have turned out for the “No Kings” rallies, peaceful demonstrations where millions of our fellow citizens have dared to stand up and be heard. 
There are those who written letters to Congress. 
There are those who pray for a return to the old normal where these public servants understood that they work for us, and took seriously the charge to protect and serve.
I know I have known that helpless feeling, wondering what I can do. And yet the truth of the matter is that I have been called by God and this congregation to stand in this pulpit and after prayerful discernment bring to you God’s message on whatever may be afflicting God’s people. Called by God to on occasion actually do my job and go from preaching to meddling.
And yes, I know that none of you want to come to church and hear, week in and week out, more about those serious issues that bombard us all week long in the media. Many long for a time apart, a time for reflection and contemplation, and this we strive for here at West Parish. But if this is to be a church of Jesus Christ, we also must consider his call to seek justice for our brothers and sisters outside our sanctuary’s timbered walls.
Beloved, I believe that there is nothing Christian, nothing of Jesus, in the militarization of ICE, in its undisciplined conduct,
 in its intimidation tactics, 
in its lack of compassion not only for migrants, but also for United States citizens. 
Perhaps it should be abolished, and reconstituted from the ground up; at a minimum, it stands in need of deep and pervasive reform. I don’t pretend to have the answer, but I do know evil when I see it, and from this pulpit I name it for what it is.
	So much for this pastor. But what of us, collectively? What can we do, and wherein lies our hope? 
	Perhaps we can take a lesson from the courageous citizens of Minneapolis, who form neighbor groups to buy groceries for those fearful of venturing out of doors, and to drive teachers to and from school, and who come together to form protective rings outside of elementary schools. Who go forth into the frigid streets armed only with this, a whistle, and this, a cell phone, to document illegal conduct. Who in the face of claims that they are “domestic terrorists”, “assassins”, and “insurrectionists”, in non-violence speak truth to power.
	And as to our hope? I can do no better than leave you with these words of hope from Rev. Darrell L. Goodwin, Executive Conference Minister and President of the Southern New England Conference of our denomination, who writes,
“Beloved, the Church is not the enemy of justice, the Church is justice’s home. Jesus walked the margins, crossed divides, and lifted the voices of those overlooked and oppressed. In our day, we follow Him not by succumbing to despair nor by embracing hostility, but by being rooted in prayer, sustained by hope, and committed to peace with justice (Psalm 85:10) (emphasis added).
As we move forward, let our communities be places of shelter and strength, incubators of courage, centers of healing, and beacons that testify to the love that surpasses fear.
May the peace of Christ, which surpasses all understanding, guard your hearts and minds in these days and in all days to come.”
     Amen, and may these words of Kathy Lee Bates, in the hymn we are about to sing, be ours as well: “America! America! God mend thy every flaw, confirm thy soul in self control, thy liberty in law.” 
       May God bless us all, may God bless America, and may we together work to mend her every flaw. Amen.
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