September 4, 2011

Have you ever hung up the phone on a telemarketer, a phone salesman? I have.

Why do I do that? I have several reasons. I know something the telemarketer does not: I don’t want whatever it is he’s selling. I don’t care what he is selling. If I want what he’s selling, whatever it is, I know where to find someone who will provide it, when I need it, when I want it.

I have another confession to make. I have worked as a telemarketer making those phone calls to you. More than once. 

Because of that, there’s something else I know when one of these folks calls me. I’m doing them a favor by hanging up on them. I’m saving them time. I know they are not going to be successful with me and I want them to be able to hurry on to their next call! I’m hanging up on them because I am their friend!

On the other hand, because I’ve been on the other end of those phone calls, I also realize that sometimes there might be a good reason for those phone calls. Sometimes people really don’t know something that they would be very glad to find out.

Last Thursday in the church office we were all waiting to find out if Kyle and Jesse Vreeland had had their baby yet. No one could give us any news all day long. (William Luke Vreeland arrived about 5:30 pm.)

Other times perhaps you’ve wanted to know about a graduation, or wedding, or results of some job interview or doctor’s test. Sometimes, even if it’s bad news, we still want to know.

This helps us understand the situation Ezekiel was in. God charged Ezekiel with being a watchman for his people right at the end of their independence as a nation, right before their final exile at the hands of the Babylonians. God had said clearly the nation would go into captivity because they had turned from the one true God who delivered them and called them to be  His people. God’s orders to Ezekiel were that those who continued in their sins would die, but Ezekiel was responsible for warning them of their danger. If they continued in sin, it was their fault. But if Ezekiel failed to warn them, God would demand an accounting from Ezekiel for failing to let them know the danger.

God had a strange way of emphasizing how important this commission was. After giving Ezekiel the orders to warn the people, God made Ezekiel mute. Ezekiel became unable to say a word for seven years as the nation of Israel finally fell. God even told Ezekiel He was going to strike his wife and cause her to die, and Ezekiel was not allowed to mourn her loss. The only message he was allowed to give, was able to give, was the Word of the Lord, warning the people to repent. The message was so important God refused to let Ezekiel speak anything else. 

The people still ignored him. It’s not that they refused to listen, exactly. Ezekiel rebukes them for listening to him as if he were an entertainer, a singer of songs. The people would listen but then go on doing their own thing. They thought they did not need to hear his warnings.

God says that indifference is no excuse. Jesus says the same thing in today’s lesson. If a brother or sister has sinned, missed the mark, Jesus says we are to speak to them, face to face. If they refuse to listen and repent, we must press harder. It is required of us to look out for one another and warn them from danger if we see them living in ways that do not honor God’s holiness. 

For ourselves, we need to learn to be ready to listen. That person asking to speak with us may actually have something to say that we should hear.

And we should also be ready to speak, no matter how inattentive or indifferent a person may be. We are, after all, our brother’s keeper.

