In our series on the 10 Commandments we have reached the uncomfortable and challenging commandment, You shall not commit adultery. It may be an uncomfortable subject because, in your own experience or that of your immediate family, this particular issue comes too close to home. So let me say from the outset that I realise just how painful and difficult this issue can be if has touched your life in some way. And this is made all the more painful because I think our society has an ambivalent attitude towards marital infidelity. Because of our Christian history, we know we should not approve of adultery, nonetheless in the media and elsewhere it is often portrayed as a rather daring and glamorous option. And we live in a time when we are often told that we should "follow our hearts" without any consideration of what that might mean to those around us. In fact, in my pastoral (rather than personal) experience, adultery is far from thrilling and exotic; it is always about damage, guilt and betrayal. So though we might be tempted to snigger at the commandment, You shall not commit adultery, it is worth just remembering the reality of what this kind of infidelity means. 
And I think that reality is well put in this passage from the American writer Garrison Keillor. This is a part of his story "Letter from Jim" in which Jim writes about how he is being tempted to have an affair with a woman he works with in his office.  He is bored and irritated by his wife and wants some excitement and  the opportunity arises to begin an affair when he and the woman from the office are both due to attend a conference in Chicago. This is the point at which Jim is waiting for the woman to come and pick him up and take him to the conference and he writes:

‘I thought, so this is what adultery is like: simple.  I sat down in the front yard under our spruce tree and waited for her to pick me up.  I believe that men and women can part for many reasons, including the lack of love and appreciation.  I left my parents for my wife because she appreciated me and they didn’t.  Twenty years later, I sit in my own front yard, waiting to join a woman who appreciates me more ....... 

‘As I sat on the lawn, looking down the street, I saw that we all depend on each other.  I saw that although I thought my sins could be secret, that they would be no more secret than an earthquake.  All these houses and all these families, my infidelity will somehow shake them.  It will pollute the drinking water.  It will make noxious gasses come out of the ventilators in the elementary school. 

 ‘When my wife and I scream in senseless anger, blocks away a little girl we do not know spills a bowl of gravy all over a white tablecloth.

 ‘If I go to Chicago with this woman who is not my wife, somehow the school patrol will forget to guard an intersection, and someone’s child may be injured.  A sixth-grade teacher will think, ‘What the hell?’ and eliminate South America from geography.  Our minister will decide, ‘What the hell? I’m not going to give that sermon on the poor.’ Somehow, my adultery will cause the man in the grocery store to say, ‘To hell with the health department, this sausage was good yesterday; it certainly can’t be any worse today.’

 ‘I just leave this story there.  Anything more I could tell you would be self-serving.  Except to say that we depend on each other more than we know.’

What I think Garrison Keillor captures here very well is the sense that a sin like adultery may seem to be secret, may appear simply to be a personal matter, but in fact it tears at the very fabric of trust on which not only married relationships but all our human relationships are based. What Jim sees is that we "depend on each other more than we know". An act of infidelity never ends with us but ripples out to affect others in ways we perhaps could not imagine and certainly cannot contain. Once trust is broken in one place it is called into question elsewhere. And the teacher might think "who cares about South America?" And the Minister might say, "let's not bother about the poor" and the butcher might be tempted to put out his meat for one more day as safe - in each case trust is broken and a world is made in which the act of breaking of trust becomes just a little easier. Of course, Jim does not cause all these things directly but his betrayal, his adultery, contributes to that wider breakdown of trust upon which all human community relies.
Which is why adultery appears in the list of the 10 Commandments. Perhaps it is important to remind ourselves again that these commandments are not just about our own personal morality and they are certainly not just about keeping to the rules. What the 10 Commandments describe is a way in which human beings can live together that is healthy and fulfilling and fruitful. What dishonouring your parents, committing adultery, stealing from or lying to your neighbour does is put another rip, another tear, another gravy spill, onto the fabric of society. Because we so depend on one another, no action we take is without consequences for others. Jim would betray not only his wife, his children, his parents, mutual friends, his church but also his community. Which is why the 10 Commandments tell us not commit adultery. We depend on one another and if we cannot trust one another with our relationships then our lives are filled with fear, suspicion and loneliness.

Which means that this commandment leads us to consider faithfulness in all our relationships. Faithfulness and trustworthiness are indivisible. It can't be a good thing to be faithful in our marriages and yet unfaithful to our friends or our colleagues at work or other members of our family. Faithfulness within the marriage relationship is a model of how we ought to be faithful in all our relationships.

And if you look at this commandment alongside all the others you could say that in one sense all the commandments are commandments about faithfulness. If we steal from our neighbour that is a kind of unfaithfulness to them. If we bear false witness, we are unfaithful to the truth. If we dishonour our parents then we are unfaithful within that particular family relationship. And, of course, if we worship idols and put other gods before the one true God that we are being unfaithful to God himself. In fact, throughout the Old Testament and on into the New, the relationship between God and his people is described as being like a marriage. God makes a covenant with his people and they with him. God marries his people and when they stray from him the prophets refer to it as a kind of adultery. So Hosea says of God's people:
My people consult a wooden idol 
   and are answered by a stick of wood. 
A spirit of prostitution leads them astray; 
   they are unfaithful to their God. 
So all the commandments are in one way or another about this issue of faithfulness. It's faithfulness all the way down and all the way across. The commandments call us to live lives that are full of faithfulness in every way, lives that are characterised by integrity. That's the commandment.
Two last words then on faithfulness. We can all agree how important it is to be faithful to our spouses, friends, neighbours, parents and God himself. But how? How do we create a community based not on laws and rules which, as Jesus constantly points out, are simply symptomatic of our failure to love, but instead based on mutual trust? If faithfulness is indivisible we need to consciously practice faithfulness in all our dealings with other people, big or small. This means, for example, that when I say I will do something, I do it. When I make a promise, I keep it. I try to be truthful in what I say and honest in my dealings. Faithfulness, like all other virtues, is a discipline we can learn or, perhaps better put, a grace for which we can pray. And when we prayerfully and consciously seek to be faithful in all we do then we build trust between one another and within our marriages, our friendships, our churches and our communities. So let's be trust makers, trust builders. We would want this church in particular to be a place where we felt we could trust one another with things that are precious to us, where we will not be betrayed or stabbed in the back but held by others in love and trust. I hasten to add, that I think here at St Edward's we have begun to create such a community of trust.

And finally, if you have been betrayed, and I guess that has happened to all of us at one time, if someone has let you down or been unfaithful to you in some way and it still hurts very much indeed, perhaps it is worth remembering the story that we tell at this time of the Christian year. Jesus is betrayed not only by Judas but by his other friends who deny and desert him. He is betrayed by his church (the religious leaders of his day) and by those in authority. And there it is right at the heart of this service we share this morning: "On the night that he was betrayed, he took bread ...". So this Jesus we worship this morning knows just precisely how it feels to be on the receiving end of others' unfaithfulness. Jesus shares in the pain of our betrayals. It takes someone like Jesus to take all that hurt and pain and offer it to the Father for him to transform and redeem it. As we join Jesus in the brokenness of bread and wine we bring to him our brokenness. As we join Jesus on the night he was betrayed we bring to his table our experiences of betraying or being betrayed. We know that we are not alone in our experience of treachery and we pray for the grace to be freed from it all, to released from the things that have destroyed our trust in ourselves or others or God. In bread broken and wine outpoured, God shows his deep and unswerving faithfulness to us, a rock on which we can at last find a firm footing and rediscover the reality of faithfulness, God's covenant promise.
