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In the year 587 before the birth of Christ a young King of Judah named Zedekiah made an unfortunate error. Caught in crossfire between two large empires—Egypt to the Southwest and Babylon to his East—Zedekiah watching from the walls of his capital Jerusalem decided to throw his lot and his military might behind Egypt. The Babylonians, after routing the Egyptian army turned their faces towards Jerusalem and laid siege to the city for 18 months. The people of Jerusalem experienced such famine during the final four months that they decided on a grand albeit desperate plan. Under the cover of darkness the army of Israel breached it own walls and made a run for the Jordan valley. They were caught and King Zedekiah and his sons were taken back to Nebuchadnezzar, the king of Babylon. Zedekiah watched as his sons were killed and then Nebuchadnezzar order that Zedekiah’s eyes be put out and then they carried him off in captivity to Babylon. The Babylonian army destroyed the great Temple of Solomon and every house; every structure in Jerusalem was burned to the ground. The great city was left virtually uninhabitable. 

Being religious people, the people of Judah wanted to know why this had happened? Why had their great kingdom, their promised land, been lost? Why had they been cast out? Their answer came in the voice of the prophets. Old men like Jeremiah who asked, “Why had the house of Israel turned its back on God? The same God who had led them out of bondage in Egypt? The same God who had fed them in the wilderness?” Jeremiah tells his fellow countrymen: “you have forsaken God, the fountain of living water” and “dug cisterns for yourselves that are cracked and can hold no water.” You have abandoned your one true God and worshiped yourselves and false gods.

Writing eight centuries later, a Christian named Augustine, the Bishop of Hippo faced a similar situation. The Imperial City of Rome, the Holy city and seat of the Christian Church, had been sacked by the Visigoths and the Roman palaces and churches had been burned. And the people wanted to know why?  They asked how could God turn God’s back on good Christian people? How could God’s city be destroyed? And to answer that, Saint Augustine wrote the book, The City of God. He noted that Christians are citizens of two cities, the city of God and the city of man. The City of God has as its goal the love of God; the City of Man has as its goal self-love. The City of God recognizes its dependence upon God, seeks wisdom and worships God, while the City of Man believes itself to be all powerful, lusts for domination and worships its own glory. Augustine noted that these two cities are entangled together in the world, but that Christians should never forget that our primary loyalty is to God and not to any earthly city or nation. Rome fell just as Jerusalem had fallen years before, yet God survived as did God’s mission in the world. 

The author, Diana Butler Bass, in her book Broken We Kneel, wrote that for the United States, September 11th was our sack of Rome. It overshadowed Pearl Harbor, not in carnage, but in our psyche as the nation watch in real time the second plane fly into the World Trade Center and people—men and women—jumping to their death. Why had this happened? Aren’t we a Christian nation after all? Opportunists like Jerry Falwell and others informed us that we were paying for our sins as a nation. Along the lines of Jeremiah, these religious leaders used the tragedy to justify their attacks on abortion and homosexuality. It seems every tragedy begs of a scapegoat. But in truth, it is St. Augustine that offers us a better perspective. Because Augustine reminds us that worshiping God doesn’t make us impenetrable. Worshiping God doesn’t make us safe from all harm. Worshiping God simply makes us faithful. It makes us aware that we are not the end-all, be-all of life and that our values as Christians are not always the same as the world’s values. Wealth and privilege carry a responsibility to society and are not meant to be passports for bad behavior. 

As Christians we are asked to live a life that is Christ-like. That doesn’t mean following the letter of Jesus’ life. Rather it means living a life that is centered on our love for God. We know that God loves each and every one of us. As such, we show our love for all of humanity. Not just the affluent. Not just those who look like us. Not just those who worship the same God. We seek to catch a glimpse of God with everyone with whom we meet. It’s not easy. But as the author of Hebrews tells us, in showing hospitality to strangers, some have entertained angels without knowing it. 

Have you entertained any angels lately? Showed some kindness to a stranger. Tried to help someone just for the sense of being a good neighbor? Because that’s what Christian life is all about.   “Do not neglect to do good and to share what you have, for such sacrifices are pleasing to God.”
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