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ANNOUNCEMENTS:   

"O LORD we beseech thee, grant thy people grace to withstand the temptations of the world, the flesh, and the devil; and ...to follow thee, the only God; through Jesus Christ our Lord."  +
	Our collect today comes from the 5th Century.  It makes two petitions.  First that we might receive divine grace to face daily temptations.  Secondly, that we also will receive the will to follow the Commandments.  In short, the first petition is to prevent us from going down the wrong path while the second is to get us going down the right path.  Both are being accomplished by the Holy Spirit and the angels.
	Temptations do come our way because of the world, that is that we live among other fallen people, the flesh, namely that we have a concupiscence to sin, a distrusting of God and desire to do our own thing.  And, temptation is put in front of us and others around us because of the devil and his fallen angels.
	The last petition, the one getting us going the right way so to speak, says that we want to follow only thee, the One true God.  Implicit in this is the desire is the belief that other beliefs, other religions, are false because they are not following the One, True God.  They may be even following demons as St. Paul elsewhere suggests.
	This issue actually surfaces in our Gospel.  In it a lawyer, naturally, asks Jesus a dangerous question.  He asks Jesus what the greatest commandment in the Law is?  
No doubt he hoped Jesus would answer other than he did since, afterall, Jesus was being called the Messiah, the anointed, the Chosen one of God. Maybe Jesus would say something new, exciting, and different than in the Torah given that he might be the Messiah.
	Instead, Jesus answered as every good Jew then and even today would.  Synagogue services still open with the proclamation:  the Lord God is the only Lord and one shall love him with all ones heart, soul, and mind. 
	Jesus was not trying to start a new religion.  Unlike Buddha or Mohammed, Jesus saw himself as the fulfillment of all the Law and the Prophets.  Today Christianity is viewed by most as a different religion than Judaism, but that was not our Savior's intent.  St. John Paul was correct in remarking, upon a visit as Pope to the chief synagogue in Jerusalem, to call the Jews our older brothers in faith.
	In a sense it is a shame though to call Christianity a religion at all since it is much more.  Religion comes from the Latin "religio" meaning "that which ties things together".  Put another way, the Romans viewed religion simply as "something upon which men rely".
	The Romans invented the word to have a vague and imprecise meaning so that they could tie all beliefs together.  Unlike other conquering nations, the Romans did not overthrow the temples and idols of those peoples whom they overran. (Well, until they'd had enough of the Jews and destroyed the Temple and city in 70 AD.)  
	Rome knew that all these gods kept a society together helping everything function and run smoothly.  This would foster peace which would help commerce from which everyone, especially Rome, benefited.
	So, the Romans regarded all gods as equal.  By so doing of course the Romans were implying that they regarded religion simply as a tool to create and maintain peace.  
	Even worship of the Caesars was simply a sign of allegiance. Once a year one simply tossed a pinch of incense into an official censor and got one’s "Good Housekeeping" seal of approval renewed.  Thus, religion was a means that had no "end".  It lacked real everlasting power or importance.
	This is why Pilate, during his questioning of Jesus, retorts, "what is truth?"  Pilate could not get his mind around the concept.  He could not understand it.  But he could understand that peace and thereby commerce might be severely damaged by a riot--to say nothing of leading to imperial questions back home.  Better to wash his hands of the situation and let Jesus be killed.  We saw essentially the same mindset in that of the high priest.  Better that one man die than the whole nation be destroyed!  I think today we call this:  peace at any price.
	So, in the Roman Empire all gods were treated as  being the same, essentially impotent of power.  Rome even created a beautiful, still standing, building called the Pantheon.  There all gods could be honored so long as no one proposed his god was mightier than another.  
Thus, during the Empire there were no Christian statues because Christians would not play by the rules.  They insisted there was only one real God and Jesus was his Son.
	Early on Rome offered a compromise to Christians by allowing them to designate themselves as a private sect.  They could worship Christ in their homes all they wanted, but they could not take the message public and proselytize.  
	Christians could not accept this compromise because of Jesus' Great Commission.  Just before his Ascension he told his followers to go out into the whole world bringing the good news and baptizing in the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  This invocation of the Divine Trinity is still used today in our baptisms and—last I looked—in those of the Episcopal church, and of course Roman.
	So Christians became known as a sect which was a threat.  They were accused of a-theism--being without god--for proclaiming that the gods other people worshiped were false!  They were accused essentially of crimes against humanity by putting their beliefs higher than the peace of the community and the realm.
	In a sense Western society has come 360 degrees since the days of persecution of the Church in the Roman empire, with the exception that atheism today is now effectively a religion.  All religions today are seen as equal.  None ought to have the audacity to claim to really be: The Truth.  To do so risks upsetting the public peace and order which risks ridicule, ostracism (and maybe a lawsuit).  
	So, public schools no longer allow prayer, even at commencements.  Bible study may have been encouraged by Congress after the American Revolution, but not anymore.  Frosty is okay at public school Christmas recitals, but not Christmas carols.   
	Until very recently, military chaplains no longer could offer prayers to Jesus, only to "God".  Christians are just supposed to accept society's generous offer and become a private sect and just genuflect in private and stop processing around outside on Palm Sunday, only wear gaudy crosses, and stop ringing The Angelus at 6am, noon, and 6pm!
	Now obviously Christians need to be tolerant and respectful of others of differing faiths and of no apparent faith.  (This would include, say, not burning a Koran in public.)  
But tolerance does not mean acceptance.  It does not mean hiding behind these walls.  We still (at least officially) have freedom to exercise our religion, as well as the separation of state and church.  But far more importantly, we each still have our Lord's Great Commission we are supposed to be working on.
	Thus, we here also need to continue to bring the Gospel to those we meet throughout each day, outside, and not just inside, these four walls.  This is the "right path" that we earlier prayed for grace to help us walk down.  Christ does hold or tie us together.  He is what we do "rely upon".  	But, unlike other religions out there, ours is so much more than a religion.  It is not just a mix of philosophy and lifestyle such as Stoicism or Confucianism, or New Age-ism.  
No. Christianity believes that Truth that the Godhead is real and that God really is a Trinity and that He has been revealed by Jesus and the Holy Spirit, unlike with Islam or Judaism.  
	Christianity is more than just a religion because Jesus' Father no doubt considers following his Son-- who suffered and died for us-- to be so much more than just helpful to us or society.  Our faith is far beyond what governments such as the Romans have believed:  just a useful tool or heavenly "glue" to keep society and business going.  Amen.  +
	
 
