Romans 11: 1-2a, 29-32
Jesus once said:

 Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also (Matthew 6: 21)

Today, what is close to your heart? When Jesus made his statement he was talking about our temptation to hang on to material possessions and what that says about us. What is close to your heart or my heart today may or may not be material possessions. The choice we make, however, says something significant about each one of us. The way we manage to connect that choice with God, in our minds and in our conduct of life, will then say something about how we understand God.

Suppose you were alien from another planet, beamed down to Indianapolis during these last couple of weeks; or  imagine yourself as a visitor from a foreign country during that time, what would you say is closest to the hearts of the people of this city. Well, if you make your guess on the basis of visible displays of public interest, on television, in the newspapers, on the street; or if you listen in on conversations, surely it must be something to do with some group or organization known as the Indianapolis Colts. For the sake of the Colts streets will be closed for days; concerts will be performed; a vast stadium will be filled; and television time devoted to their meeting with some other group of people visiting from New Orleans. The close connection between this encounter and the advertising industry might hint that this treasure, close to the collective heart of Indianapolis is not totally divorced from the materialistic context in which Jesus originally located his saying.
Of course people don’t watch the game in order to see the advertisements. With the exception of the occasional clever or humorous ad what people really love is the game itself, and the game is about people. It is about people performing at the limits of human ability in the context of fast-moving competition. Ultimately, it is the people things that are closest to the human heart: on an intimate scale husbands, wives, partners, children, parents, siblings and personal friends; at a wider level groups such as teams, clubs, schools, colleges claim the allegiance of our hearts. And at the top of the tree comes the people thing that we call “the people” or the nation.
Did you see or read about the bumper sticker that proclaims, “Jesus Saves”. Nothing too unusual in that, especially in this land boasting many professed followers of Jesus and an even greater numbers of bumper stickers. In this case, however, the sticker has an additional twist. The words “Jesus” and “Saves” are run together to form one word, with the final “S” of Jesus also forming the first letter of “saves”. Then the “U-S” and the letter “A” which follows are all raised to upper case or capital letters – thus “Jesus Saves” now has front and centre, bold and tall, the letters USA – “Jesus Saves, USA”.
I suppose this message might mean that the USA is such a terrible place that, more than any other nation on earth it stands in especial need of the salvation that is available through Jesus Christ. I suspect that this is a minority reading of the text. My guess is that the majority reading, perhaps even the reading intended by the ingenious mind that conceived the concept is that there is a close and positive relationship between the will and love of God and the organization and conduct of this particular nation whose people hold a special place in his heart.

St Paul would be been [PAUSE HERE] appalled, and not just because he was not an American. A couple of hundred years ago he would have been equally horrified to hear similar things said by the British Christians about themselves before a couple of world wars and the loss of an empire taught them to keep quiet (even if in their heart of hearts some still regard Jesus as an honourary Englishman).

Yet St Paul would affirm this belief that God is found at work amongst a particular people, a people united by blood, ethnicity, culture and shared history. Paul believes in this; Paul knows this; Paul experiences this because Paul, like Jesus and the great majority of Jesus’ earliest followers, was a Jew and so the Jewish people are, if you like, a treasure close to his heart. As we have heard today: 
I myself am an Israelite, a descendant of Abraham, a member of the tribe of Benjamin.

And earlier in this letter to the Christians in Rome he reminds them how God worked through the Jewish people, making them the recipients of the adoption, the glory, the covenants … the law, the worship and the promises; to them belong the patriarchs, and from them, according to the flesh, comes the Messiah. (9: 4-5) But if God works through a people, one might say if God works through people like us, what place is left in God’s heart, what part is left in God’s plans for the other peoples, for people not like us but like them?
Committed to the belief that God has worked and is working through a particular people, Paul is torn, almost torn in two between his convictions concerning Israel and his experience that Gentiles are becoming followers of Jesus Messiah. They are becoming Jesus’ followers on the basis of conviction alone, declining to take on the traditional cultural and ethnic markers of what it has meant to be part of God’s people.
At the same many of Paul’s fellow-Jews decline to accept Jesus as Messiah. Casting about for an answer to this conundrum Paul takes refuge in the thought that this is a God-created temporary situation. The opportunity for God’s acceptance of the Gentiles has been opened up by the disobedience of the Jews:
For the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable. Just as you [Gentile Christians] were once disobedient to God but have now received mercy because of their [Jewish] disobedience, so they have now been disobedient in order that, by the mercy shown to you, they too may now receive mercy. For God has imprisoned all in disobedience so that he may be merciful to all.

Which makes me want to ask if that is how we understand God to work? I wonder if Paul were with us now would he make the same argument again, with two thousand years of subsequent history in which there is no sign that Jew and Gentile will be united as God’s people, all followers of Jesus. Perhaps that history of continued distinctiveness between Jew and Gentile would make Paul return to the beginning of his statement: for the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable.
Irrevocable: God continues to love, to show mercy to one people even as God shows love and mercy to another people. To the people of the western churches, to us belongs a rich history and tradition: the monasteries and cathedrals of the medieval church; the Great Awakenings and the Evangelical Revivals; the learning of the universities, beginning with the deep study of theology and then branching out into many areas of learning. To us belong early industrial development and the generation of vast wealth. And from us come the world wide missionary movement and the spread of international trade. How good it is to recognize how we have been blessed by God in both spiritual and material terms.  How difficult it is to escape the insidious notion that God would bless others too if only they were like us; if only they identified themselves with our culture and our history if only they did things we do them around here.
In “people terms” our capacity to hold others close to our hearts is strictly limited. We have to work harder to hold as dear those whose appearance we find difficult, whose language we find difficult to understand and whose customs differ from our own. And it is difficult to avoid projecting those feelings of ours, that unease we feel with the different unto the image we have of God. God loves everyone, we say, but consciously or unconsciously we find that difficult to equate with the knowledge that God loves us (whoever we think “us” may be).

I believe this struggle was Paul’s struggle also. If God could call one such as him as a follower of Jesus then why not any or all of us his fellow Jews? If one group could respond so positively to the love of God made known in the life of Jesus could God continue to love another people that remained unconvinced? Aware that the story of the Hebrew scriptures is of a God who may repent of wrath but never of mercy Paul felt that this must be so, yet how could it be? No wonder at this point in his Paul moved from argument to praise. Today let us hang on top Paul’s central affirmation of God’s love and God offer of freedom to all people. Let us be open to the possibility that “they”, whoever “they” may be – whatever their nation, race, beliefs may be – are as near to God’s heart as we are. In terms of love and the offer of freedom let us say with Paul:

O the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his ways. For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be glory for ever, Amen.
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