Our word for today – for loving across our differences – is forbear.  And to forbear is way more than I though it was!  I’m going to try to make it real for you…to make it a new force for good in your life.  So, bear with me!
I want you to think of someone who really bugs you…a family member, a friend, a co-worker.  Seriously.  Think of someone who really can get under your skin.  Name them to yourself.  Picture how annoying they are!  What is it he or she does that just drives you crazy?  Exactly what are the things that are so irritating – or at least are so different from you?  Name some of those things.
Everyone have someone?  Now you are ready to understand forbearance.  Thinking of that person, and how irritating or annoying they can be…if we are to love across our differences, and if we are to forbear one another…we are to do more than tolerate or be polite to this person.
Sittser says that “forbearance requires that we give people room to be themselves, that we accept them without communicating a spirit of disapproval or judgment, and that we rejoice in them as God’s special creation.”  The apostle Paul commands forbearance in Ephesians 4:2 and goes on to list three character qualities that make forbearance possible: meekness, lowliness and patience.
Think again about your person.  Can you delight – and rejoice in who they are?  Actually – I’ve been living with this ‘forbear’ concept for about six weeks, now, ever since I read the book for the first time, and much more since I knew I got to preach on this chapter!  So, I intentionally decided to try it.  To forbear with someone close to me, someone I love dearly, but who is so very different from me.  Different in ways that could hurt if I let them or if I took them personally.  It’s like I wrote ‘Forbear’ across my forehead, though, and something changed.  Has it changed the behavior that annoys me?   Nope.  It’s not supposed to.  That’s the point of forbearance!  What changed is how I respond to the person in spite of our differences.  It changed me – and I highly recommend it!  Take it up for Lent (  Try it on the person you named to yourself earlier.

To do so, however, to actually practice forbearance, you’re going to have to give up something, but it is Lent after all!  Give something up!  What forbearance demands that we give up is judging.  Whether it is the little things that divide us in families, the things that divide us as congregations or as the larger church, or those things that divide us and polarize us as a nation…it’s when we judge (and condemn) those who differ from us that Paul says we sin.  We look down on others - and we think too highly of ourselves.
Think of some of the things that divide us at home – maybe what time we go to bed, what TV shows or movies we watch, how tidy the house needs to be, who does what chores.  And here at church?  Our women’s Bible study group laughed out loud as we read from Sittser’s book: the parking lot’s too small, the carpets are dirty, the music is too loud (or not loud enough), the worship is too liturgical or too contemporary. The sermons are boring.  Why would they laugh at that one?

None of these are issues that have a right or wrong – just pretty strong convictions on both sides!  And while we can chuckle about them, we also know that they can disrupt harmony and lead to division if someone comes into the fray “loaded for bear.”  Needing to win at all costs, thinking their way is right.  How important to our unity is the patience and compassion, the lowliness and meekness, that is forbearance for one another!
Forbearance doesn’t judge.  And forbearance doesn’t try to change the other.  Forbearance loves and delights in the other in spite of our different convictions.  Forbearance gives each other room, cuts us some slack, loves across our differences.

But as I read Paul’s letter to the Romans – and similar words to the Christians in Corinth, it’s clear he is talking about much larger issues.  Paul is talking about those deep beliefs – personal convictions – that can divide us as people of God.  Those questions that have no hard and fast answers, no moral absolutes.  In his day, the issue of eating meat or not was huge, was a matter of faith.  Some of the Jewish Christians believed they were forbidden from eating the meat from animals offered in idol sacrifice.  And since that meat often made its way into the market place, and you couldn’t be sure, you shouldn’t eat meat at all.  

It was a deep divide among faithful Christians.  Those who believed you shouldn’t eat meat looked down on others who called themselves faithful, yet ate meat.  Condemned them as sinners.  Others, those whose faith, Paul says, allowed them to eat meat, they despised those who didn’t eat meat, calling their faith weak.  

Paul uses stern language.  The one who eats must not despise his brother, and the one who abstains from eating meat must not judge his brother.  Why? Because God has received them both! God welcomes both.  We are not to judge one another on matters of conscience – on matters of conviction – even those that loom largest among us.  Because when we do, we play God; we put our convictions even above God’s law…and finally, while we are busy judging our brother or sister, we’re distracted from paying attention to our own convictions – our own conduct before God.
So – to forbear is to not pass judgment – but it goes even further.  Paul says do not cause your brother to stumble.  No tripping up someone whose convictions are different from yours.  We are not to make fun of, belittle, put down…or lead astray.

Imagine if we applied some forbearance to our culture!  To the polarization over just such issues as Paul mentions.  Deep divides over abortion or capital punishment or gun control or global warming…man made or not?  We demonize those who are “on the other side” both individually and collectively.  Forbearance is certainly something we could use as a people today.

And in the church?  In our own ELCA we have our own issue needing forbearance.  Deeply held convictions by faithful people on both sides of an issue threatening the unity Jesus longs for in his church.  On one side, deeply held convictions that homosexuality is sin…that clergy be held to a higher standard, that the Visions and Expectations that have governed our church be upheld.  On the other side, a new understanding that we are talking about love not force, between faithful people with gifts to share;  that no one is justified except by the Grace of God…and, as Peter commanded in Acts 10: “What God has made clean, you must not call profane.”  
In August, in Minneapolis, our church voted to forbear. Voted not to judge, not to pick winners and losers, not to despise or condemn, not to cause one another to stumble by giving up convictions.  For those whose convictions do not allow them to choose a gay or lesbian pastor, they are not to do so.  For others, who recognize gifts and a call to serve God in someone with a very different lifestyle, but someone in a loving, long-term, faithful relationship…for them, it is the right thing to do.

To forbear is to allow all faithful people to exercise our convictions with the love and acceptance, with the patience and compassion our God has shown to us.  Talk about a divide!  On this side, God’s expectations for his children…and over here, our selfish, stubborn, sinful ways.  And in between, the divine forbearance of our God…the creator of the universe sent his son to die for us.  We despise one another, pass judgment, don’t welcome those who are different…God forbears with patience and compassion.  We try hard to act and to be what God made us to be…we stumble…God forbears.  He picks us up, holds us close, stirs up his Spirit within us – and sends us forth again.  To forbear one another.  To love across our differences.  To love one another just as he has loved us!  
