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Hebrews 13:1-8, 15-16 
An Instruction for All Time
Mutual love is a command for all time, and it helps us especially when muddling through is the only way forward.

##

CHANGE
JESUS CHRIST

##

AT A GLANCE: 
You might think some things never change — like measurements or weights, for example. A pound is a pound, an ounce is an ounce and a kilogram is a kilogram. Right? Wrong. Only months ago, the kilogram was redefined using a different standard. The referent is no longer a physical cylinder known as Le Grand K that’s stored in a vault outside Paris but, rather, the Planck constant, an unvarying and infinitesimal number at the heart of quantum physics. Is there anything that’s not subject to change?

EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s Old Testament text, see “Staying Hydrated,” August 28, 2016. 

For an alternative idea pertaining to Luke 14:1, 7-14, see “Soul Dysmorphia.”

Measurement may not sound like a topic needing a lot of study, but some scientists do exactly that, and those who do are called metrologists — from the Greek metron which means “measure.” Their work is important. 
For example, some metrologists work at the National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST), a federal agency within the U.S. Department of Commerce. Its mission is “to promote U.S. innovation and industrial competitiveness by advancing measurement science, standards and technology in ways that enhance economic security and improve our quality of life.”
So what do metrologists do to mark a landmark step forward in their field of study? 
At least some of them get a themed tattoo.
That’s what six researchers at NIST did late last year after a vote in Versailles, France, where representatives from the United States and 59 other nations voted to change the definition of the kilogram and three other units of measurement (the ampere, kelvin and mole) from the existing standards or definitions to what they call “the fundamental constants of nature.” 
In the case of the kilogram, a unit of mass, the standard is no longer a physical cylinder known as Le Grand K that’s stored in a vault outside of Paris. It’s now defined in terms of the Planck constant, an unvarying and infinitesimal number at the heart of quantum physics. 
If you don’t understand that, no worries. Only a few do. But metrologists consider this an earth-moving change, since the Le Grand K, as a physical object was subject to variance. In 2007, for example, after being the standard for 118 years, the Le Grand K was found to have lost about 50 micrograms. The new standard, the Planck constant is immutable.
Some are calling these revisions the most important changes the International Bureau of Weights and Measures has made in 100 years.
And that’s why those six metrological workers got themed tattoos. There’s a picture of them online, posed together smiling, all with their tattooed arms extended, and all looking slightly silly because they’re wearing the gauzy hair nets required for their work. “It’s about as excited as you're going to see metrologists get,” said David Newell, a researcher at NIST. The photo is included in the NBC News article in the sources listed below. If possible, show it on screen to your congregation at this point.
What does all this mean in the daily life of the average person? Not much. A kilogram is still roughly equivalent to 2.2 pounds, but its redefinition will streamline scientific research and development when it involves ultra-precise measurements of mass.

The Christ constant
We’ve taken you down this rabbit hole not because of any noticeable effect on our lives but because in areas that we do care about, especially religion, we sometimes get tangled up in arguments over what parts of our faith are unchangeable versus what parts are tied to cultural practices of biblical times.
The epistle reading for today gives us an opportunity to think about this, especially as it declares, “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever.” The Planck constant may be immutable. And it may be the standard by which the kilogram is measured. But Jesus Christ is Immutable with a capital I. Jesus Christ is the person who gives immutability meaning.
You might call him the Christ constant.

More measurements to consider
But the text also includes some other important statements or standards, including these:
· Let mutual love continue. 
· Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers. 
· Remember those who are in prison. 
· Let marriage be held in honor by all.
· Let the marriage bed be kept undefiled. 
· Keep your lives free from the love of money.
· Be content with what you have. 
· Remember your leaders ... and imitate their faith. 
· Do not neglect to do good and to share what you have. 
Most Christians would likely agree that, at least in principle, those statements, too, refer to practices of our faith that are intended to be unchangeable.
But as to whether every Scriptural instruction is intended to be unchangeable, we get a hint of an answer from the way the Revised Common Lectionary (RCL) cuts the verses for today’s pericope: Hebrews 13:1-8, 15-16. Verses 9-14 are omitted. The lectionary sometimes skips verses for clarity or to keep the passage to a reasonable length for reading in worship. 
Verses 9-14, however, are about rituals and blood sacrifice — issues that were important to the first-century church. By omitting these verses, the RCL seems to be saying that the content of verses 9-14 does not belong in this list of unchangeable practices of our faith.
But that leaves, of course, the standards and measurements that are included in the periscope (those listed above). Maintaining these standards or constants will help us to live the right way, a holy way — in ways “that enhance … and improve our quality of life,” as NIST puts it. 
Still, if spiritual growth means anything, it has to refer to more than just adhering to a list of best practices. Hopefully, as we continue our walk with Christ, we internalize these practices to such a degree that we will spontaneously live by the spirit of the matters on the list. 
	
Mutuality of love
We sometimes fail to do that, however, and that may be especially true regarding the first two instructions on this list: 1) Let mutual love continue, and 2) do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers. Biblical commentators point out that these first two instructions cover relationships in two directions — that the writer of Hebrews likely intended the first, mutual love, to define our attitude and behavior toward those who are in the faith community with us, and the second, hospitality to strangers, to define our attitude and behavior toward those beyond the faith community.
Both of these are challenging work, and neither is necessarily easy. But to focus here just on the first — the difficulty of mutual love toward those with whom we worship — consider how bitter partisanship can show up in our churches, especially at large plenary gatherings.
Deciding what should be unchangeable and what can move with cultural shifts and new information can make for a lot of discomfort.

Muddling through
So what are we left with? 
Following the UMC’s General Conference earlier this year, William Willimon, a retired United Methodist bishop who now teaches the practice of Christian ministry at Duke Divinity School, wrote:
The question of LGBTQ clergy and same-sex marriage, insoluble at a corporate-style global gathering of 800 people, is more or less resolved in every congregation I know. The solution may not be one of which I approve, but in a way that somehow works in the present moment for that congregation, in the place where Christ has assembled them, they muddle through. They may still have great differences; they may have lost members because of their solution. There may be repeated, heated arguments. The pastor may be uneasy with and unsure how to lead their work in progress, but they have practiced forbearance because Jesus told them to. They have discovered the adventure of worshiping the Trinity with people with whom they disagree, because, like it or not, those are the folk whom the Lord has convened and made Methodist. They muddle through.

Whether we are Methodists or members of another Christian denomination, Willimon’s description of congregations muddling through describes a reality many of us experience, and not just about matters of sexual orientation. There are many troubling aspects of the human condition that come with us to church and about which we need to practice forbearance toward one another if the church is to have any meaning not only for attendees, but also for those who look at us from the outside. 

The church constant
The business of being the church is never a simple matter, and disagreements over how to apply biblical principles to life are inevitable given our human nature. But at the same time, the business of being the church is a vital endeavor.
The church is a constant. It shall prevail. So when the writer of Hebrews says, “Let mutual love continue,” he is stating a timeless admonition that helps us as we muddle through as the church continues to do its work in the world. We are followers of Jesus in company with others who may not agree with us on every application of the faith. And that mutual love should remain in force even if a time comes when our disagreements are so strong that a denomination or congregation decides to split.
Mutual love is a command.
Mutual love is a constant. 
It exists within another constant, the church, whose head in turn is another constant, Jesus Christ, “the same yesterday and today and forever.” 
This knowledge will help us when muddling through is the only way forward.
“Let mutual love continue.” Now that’s something worth tattooing on your arm — and expressing in your relationships with those with you on the Christian road.
Missy Jenson, Everett McCarley, Stan Purdum, Melanie Silva and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Possible Preaching Themes:
· Mutual love is a command for all time, and it helps us, especially when muddling through is the only way forward.
· Sermons can be developed on each of the instructions in this Scripture reading. Note that unlike the Ten Commandments, most of these are stated positively, rather than as “Thou shalt nots.”
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Animating Illustrations
Are the kilogram, the ampere, the kelvin and the mole changing? Not really. The kilogram will still weigh exactly what it always has. What’s changing is the point of reference by which scientists describe what a kilogram is.
Since time immemorial, units of weight have been defined by comparison to other weights. One of the earliest functions of government was to ensure uniformity in weights and measures. Government functionaries would visit the marketplace to check whether the metal weights vendors placed on one side of their scales equaled the weight of the official sample.
The decision of the International Bureau of Weights and Measures to abandon object-to-object comparisons, replacing them with mathematical calculations pegged to certain constants in nature, is historic. For the first time, governments are no longer required to steward those prototypes. Anyone with the right scientific knowledge and lab equipment will be able to access the standard.
Like the Planck constant by which the kilogram is now defined, Jesus Christ is constant. He is “the same yesterday and today and forever.”
##
Truth is eternal, unchanging, though circumstances may and do operate to give a different color to it, in our view, at different times. And truth will prevail, and those who do not yield to it must be destroyed by it.
—Elijah Parish Lovejoy, Presbyterian minister and leader of the abolitionist movement, who was murdered in Alton, Illinois, in 1837 by a pro-slavery mob that was trying to destroy his printing press.
##
Magnetic north has never sat still. In the last hundred years or so, the direction in which our compasses steadfastly point has lumbered ever northward, driven by Earth’s churning liquid outer core some 1,800 miles beneath the surface. Yet in recent years, scientists noticed something unusual: Magnetic north’s routine plod has shifted into high gear, sending it galloping across the Northern Hemisphere — and no one can entirely explain why.
The changes have been so large that scientists began working on an emergency update for the World Magnetic Model, the mathematical system that lays the foundations for navigation, from cell phones and ships to commercial airlines. ...
It’s tough to predict what will happen to the magnetic north pole — or whether it’s even going to maintain its speed as it staggers toward Siberia, notes Robyn Fiori, a research scientist with Natural Resources Canada. The only thing that seems certain about magnetic north is its unpredictability.
—Maya Wei-Haas, “Magnetic north just changed. Here’s what that means,” NationalGeographic.com, February 4, 2019. nationalgeographic.com. Retrieved March 19, 2019.
##
Here’s an example about mutual love and respect that UMC people might want to reference in the sermon: Consider what happened in the United Methodist General Conference earlier this year in St. Louis. The UMC was trying to find a “way forward” over the disagreement about LGBTQ people serving in its clergy ranks and whether its pastors could officiate at same-sex weddings. 
The conservative wing prevailed which means neither of those things should be allowed. Before the vote, both sides made impassioned pleas. It soon became clear that people were hardened into their positions, and apparently nobody was swayed by the arguments of the other side. 
Mutual love, which is not a mushy feeling but a sense of respect and regard for those who share the Christian way with us, was hard to find.
##
I once saw a cartoon picturing a lone religious pilgrim with a staff, a cowl, a long beard and a haggard look. Stopped at a fork in the road, the religious seeker faces a sign. One arrow points toward “The meaning of life.” Another arrow points in the opposite direction toward “Cheese and crackers.” 
If that pilgrim believes in the Incarnation, he will not hesitate for a second. He will head straight for the cheese and crackers, where others will be gathered to eat and to talk, and perhaps to sing and to dance. 
The Incarnation affirms that the meaning of life is not an abstract concept, not a vague ideal, not a collection of words and thoughts. Rather we find the meaning of life in the love and grace of God as embodied in a particular human being and in the community that gathers around him. Jesus, like us, had a heart that pumped blood and lungs that pumped air. He was not a spirit that floated above the earth but a body whose feet pounded the ground and whose stomach growled when he was hungry.
Those who are his followers are called the body of Christ. When they gather together, they feast on wine and bread, human bodies consuming a meal. 
Christians practice the spirituality of materiality. Materiality is not the same as materialism. Materialism is the religion that worships the acquisition of things. Materiality is the weight of water, the thickness of air, the hardness of stone, the flesh and bone that untwine from the macramé of the DNA molecule, the pressure of blood in the veins, the body-ness of the aggregate of atoms that constitutes the universe.
—Thomas H. Troeger, from the “Body” issue of The Living Pulpit, April-June 2006.
##
Are units of measure forever? Not necessarily. The human race has utilized a whole raft of measurements that are now obsolete.
Take the bunarium, for example. That was approximately 120 square meters.
The Arabic mile was between 1.8 and 2.0 kilometers. It contained 400 cubits — an obsolete unit of measure in its own right, based on the span between the tip of a man’s middle finger and his nose. In the Bible, Noah used cubits to measure the Ark.
Candlepower — a unit of intensity of light — has long since been replaced by the candela, which is pegged to a certain radiation frequency. It continues to be about the brightness of a single candle.
An amphora was a Roman unit of volume, based on what a typical amphora — a clay wine-jug of Greek origin — was able to hold.
A Dutch cask was a British unit of mass, used for butter and cheese. It was equal to 112 pounds.
—For more, see “List of obsolete units of measurement,” Wikipedia.org. Retrieved March 19, 2019.
##
Tommy Albright: Look ... I’m not saying I believe all this, but just for argument’s sake ... suppose ... suppose a stranger like ... well, like ... like me ... came to Brigadoon and wanted to stay. Could he?
Mr. Lundie: [gives him a long look, then smiles] Aye, he could. Mr. Forsythe provided for that.
Jeff Douglas: He didn’t miss a trick, did he?
Mr. Lundie: [laughing] No, lad, he didna! No, a stranger could stay if he loved someone here ... not Brigadoon itself, mind, but someone in Brigadoon ... enough to be willing to give up everything to stay near that person ... which is only right because after all, lad ... if you love someone deeply enough, anything is possible.
—Dialogue from the 1954 film Brigadoon, a musical set in an enchanted Scottish village where everything is changeless, a village that appears once every hundred years for a single day, then disappears until a century later.
##
The Fountain of Trajan was built ... in the third century A.D. and erected in honor of the Emperor Trajan.
This fountain is considered to be one of the three most magnificent fountains of Ephesus. ...Water flowed from a pillar on which rested a colossal statue of the emperor. This pillar was at the very center of the largest ornamental pool. An inscription at the base stated that the world rested at the emperor’s feet. This was symbolized by a round stone placed under the foot of the emperor’s statue. Today only the pedestal and one of the feet belonging to this statue of Trajan have survived.
—“Trajan Fountain,” ephesusturkey.com. Retrieved March 19, 2019.

Commentary
Hebrews 13:1-8, 15-16 
All readers seem to recognize the different tone of Hebrews 13: its parenetic features, its short sentences, its epistolary quality and its Pauline echoes. 
However, scholars are divided about the meaning of this difference. Some assert that it is a later interpolation, a subtle forgery intended to align the letter more closely with the Pauline corpus. Others argue that it encapsulates and reiterates themes that are important to the entire sermon. With no manuscript evidence to the contrary, the evidence seems to suggest its originality. Consequently, the reader is forced to engage this chapter and understand its contribution to the author’s argument. 
Chapter 13 is certainly not the first appearance of parenesis in this letter. The author’s entire presentation is a careful dance between exposition and exhortation, but previously in the letter his exhortation has most often taken the form of warnings (6:4-8; 10:26-31; 12:15-17) and has highlighted the necessity of his readers’ holding fast to their confession. Now, the focus of his exhortation shifts from the primarily doctrinal to the primarily ethical. This ethical exhortation, which explicates his readers’ proper orientation to God and to others, follows the great importance of offering proper worship to God because God is a consuming fire (12:28-29). The ability to approach and to worship this holy and awful God has very practical applications for how one should live. 
Using paranomasia, or repetition of similar sounding words, the author’s first instructions concern love of the sibling () and love of the stranger (), both of which are very important. By hosting the stranger, some have even entertained angels without knowing it, seemingly an allusion to the story of Abraham hosting the heavenly visitors (Genesis 18 and 19). The author seems to have no negative appraisal of angels here, which might mitigate the theory that this congregation was tempted by angelic worship (often proposed as the reason for the comparison of Christ and the angels in chapter 1). Concerning the love of the sibling, his most pressing concern is that they remember the brothers and sisters who are in prison or who are being mistreated, a further indication of the persecution facing this community (10:32-34). 
It is unclear whether the next few instructions are indications of actual temptations in the community or items common enough that they found their way into many exhortative passages. There are two observations that would have had an imperative force. Marriage is precious and the marriage act is pure. Moreover, God will judge fornicators and adulterers. This topic was important enough for the author to say something, but not so pressing that he spent a great deal of time on this matter. The readers of Hebrews, it seems, were not the Corinthians. 
The next topic, greed vs. contentment, is bolstered by two Scriptural quotations. He posits that one manner of life is free from the love of money, and those who live in this way are satisfied with what they have. The underlying assumption is that his readers should embrace this way of life. He proves his point with a statement directly attributed to the voice of God, a common tactic for this author. In fact, although this text has several close echoes in the OT (Genesis 28:15; Joshua 1:5), it most closely resembles Moses’ words to the people and to Joshua in Deuteronomy 31:6 and 8. However, the author has made a noticeable change from Moses’ words, which talk about God in the third person, to a first-person statement of Godself, in which God says, “I will never leave you or forsake you.” Not only should they be content with what they possess, but their material possessions pale in comparison to knowledge of the fact that they are guaranteed the abiding presence of God. This assurance allows them to be bold and claim the words of the psalmist for themselves. If God is their helper, they do not have to fear anything a person can do to them (note the correspondence with Romans 8:31). This statement has shifted the concern away from strict materialism back to the underlying concern about persecution. Even if all their goods are taken away (10:34), they should remain content with the help of God. 
In addition to the help of God, they have the tangible example of those believers who have gone before them. The author compels them to remember their teachers — what they taught them and how they lived their lives. Here we get a clear glimpse of their second-generation status, at least. If they have been able to observe the end of their teachers’ way of life (presumably those who passed on to them the words of Jesus [2:3]), they are at least a generation removed from the original apostles of Jesus. It could be this removal that prompts the author to assert the unchangeable quality of the primary teacher himself. Even though his readers did not know Jesus in the flesh, they can be assured that he does not change from one day to the next. Moreover, this statement about the character of Jesus also seems to align him with God the Father, who remained in relationship with humanity even though the mode (the covenant and the priesthood) changed. 
In verses 9-14, the author utilizes several cultic motifs to explicate more items of exhortation, particularly refraining from false teachings and ritual meals. He also reinforces a dominant motif of chapter 11, moving toward a city that is not presently available. This forward-looking stance will also take his readers outside the camp to the place where Jesus died. 
Verse 15 seems to recall the theme of verse 8, when the author urges the members of his audience to offer up continual praise to God. As Jesus is consistent, so, too, should they be. The nature of this praise reiterates the importance of confession seen throughout the letter. Their sacrifice of praise should be lips that confess his name. This seems to be an allusion to the early Christian confession, Jesus is Lord, and not just a naming of God, which would have been anathema to Jews or to Gentiles warm to Jewish customs. Their sacrifice is not just to be a confession of lips, however, but it also includes the actions of doing good and remaining in fellowship. Just as he warned his readers not to forget the stranger, so he warns them not to forget these actions. The motivation for these things — confession, good deeds and fellowship — is the desire to please God. Hebrews’ exhortation has returned to the same place it began. The presence of God is both the motivation and the guarantee of right belief and right living. 
*Go to Scripture Index for additional commentaries on this text.

Conversation with the Children:	Hebrews 13:1-8, 15-16 
Hold a big picture of a smiley face and ask the children what makes them happy. They will have a number of answers, but having a good friend is the answer you want to emphasize. What is special about having a special friend? Show a picture of a frowny face. What makes us unhappy? You might say that what makes you unhappy is when a friend you thought was a friend is, for some reason, no longer a friend. Has that ever happened to anyone? Losing a friend makes us sad. How can we make things right again? Sometimes talking to resolve a misunderstanding makes everything okay again and then we feel like this — here you display the smiley face. It would be nice if we always had a smiley-face life. But things change, even when we don’t want them to. Friends move away, we change classes in school or our goldfish dies. But some things never change. In the Bible lesson for today, God says: “I will never leave you.” The Bible also says, “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever.” It is good to remember that even though some things change, the love of Jesus and his constant presence do not. Close with a prayer: “Thank you, Jesus, that you are always with us and that we can depend on you being our friend during our whole lives. Amen.” (As the children are excused, give each one a stick-on smiley face. Or, invite them to come to you one by one so that you can stick a smiley face on their forehead.)

Worship Resources
Calls to Worship — General
Let Love Be Genuine
Leader: Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, let us gather to worship our Lord.
People:  Amen.
Leader: Let us set our minds on the right things. Which is the greatest of all spiritual gifts?
People: It is love.
Leader: The apostle Paul said, “Let love be genuine!”
People: Not fake, not lukewarm, not a mere attempt at friendliness.
Leader: Jesus asked his followers to love one another as he had loved them.
People: All the way to the cross, through abandonment and disappointment, our Lord never lost faith in his people.
Leader: St. John said, “God is love.”
People: Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud.
Leader: Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.
People: Let love be genuine! Amen.
© Andreas Wagner. All rights reserved. Used with permission. Modern Liturgist website. modernliturgist.org.

Affirmations of Faith — General
A Modern Affirmation
Leader: Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is the one true church, apostolic and universal, whose holy faith lets us now declare:
People: We believe in God the Father, infinite in wisdom, power and love, whose mercy is over all his works, and whose will is ever directed to his children’s good.
We believe in Jesus Christ, Son of God and Son of man, the gift of the Father’s unfailing grace, the ground of our hope and the promise of our deliverance from sin and death.
We believe in the Holy Spirit as the divine presence in our lives, whereby we are kept in perpetual remembrance of the truth of Christ, and find strength and help in time of need.
We believe that this faith should manifest itself in the service of love as set forth in the example of our blessed Lord, to the end that the kingdom of God may come upon the earth. Amen.
—United Methodist Hymnal 885.

Hymns
The Gift of Love
In Christ There Is No East or West
Where Charity and Love Prevail

Worship and Praise 
And Can It Be (Amazing Love)
Kingdom (Stanfill)
Hold Us Together (Maher)
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Twelfth Sunday after Pentecost, Cycle C
Jeremiah 2:4-13*
Psalm 81:1, 10-16*
Hebrews 13:1-8, 15-16*
Luke 14:1, 7-14*
*Go to Scripture Index for additional treatments of these texts.

