Conversations with Jesus: Practice What You Preach
Matthew 23:1-12
We all have ideals about who we want to be and how we want other people to see us. But what happens when we catch a reflection of ourselves and realize we’re not living up to those ideals?

That’s exactly what happens to the characters in the play Clybourne Park.

In two acts set fifty years apart, the play tells the story of the house that was at the heart of another play—A Raisin in the Sun. That original play portrays an African-American family’s attempt to find a better life in 1959 by purchasing a house in a fictional white Chicago neighborhood known as Clybourne Park.
Now the new play that bears the neighborhood’s name captures the impact the sale of that house has at two different moments in time. The first act reveals the story of the white couple who decide to sell the house and their neighbors’ reactions to this decision. The second act jumps ahead fifty years—to a time when the once all-white Clybourne Park has become a predominantly African-American neighborhood and a white family is buying the house.

The director of Trinity Rep’s current production of Clybourne Park notes that there are really no villains in this play. Everyone is trying to act correctly and do the right thing, but they don’t succeed.
He adds that through these characters we all can recognize that moment of looking at ourselves and thinking, “That’s horrible. How did I become that person?” The playwright Bruce Norris “provokes us to examine our assumptions about who we are, who we would like to be, who we think we are, and what we will do to protect our identity and interests.”

Norris does a powerful job of holding up a mirror so we catch a reflection of ourselves that we’d just as soon not see. Jesus does something similar in the reading from Matthew that we heard this morning.

Jesus has been having a series of tough conversations with the religious leaders of his day. Now he shifts the conversation as he begins to talk with those in the crowd that’s following him.

Jesus dismisses the religious leaders as fakes. And he warns the crowd not to follow the example of those leaders, because they don’t practice what they preach. They tie up burdens that are heavy and hard to carry and lay them on the shoulders of others, But they’re not willing to lift a finger to help. All they care about is strutting their stuff so others will see and admire them.

But Jesus doesn’t stop the conversation there. I think he knows how easy it would be for his followers—then and today—to see every flaw of the scribes and Pharisees but to miss those same flaws in their own lives.
So Jesus doesn’t just say, “Don’t be like them.” He also points to a lens that will allow us to take a honest look at ourselves. “Be a servant,” he says. “Be humble.”

That lens of humility turns our focus from judging others to looking honestly at ourselves. It provides a sense of proportion as we examine our lives. It allows us to catch a glimpse of whether we’re living up to our ideals, whether we’re practicing what we preach.

The story is told about a shepherd who—because of his great devotion and faithfulness to the king—was promoted to the position of prime minister. The other ministers were angry that someone of such lowly origin should be so highly honored, so they tried to find some way to bring the former shepherd into disfavor.
But they couldn’t find anything objectionable about him, except one curious thing. Once a week he’d enter a little room he kept locked and stay for about an hour.
The other ministers told the king about this. They added that they were certain the new prime minister must be sneaking some of the wealth of the kingdom into that room.
 The king doubted this accusation, but he granted permission to break into the room and make a search. All that was found was a small bundle containing a dilapidated pair of shoes and an old robe.

The prime minister was brought before the king and asked about this curious bundle in the locked room. He explained: “I wore these things when I was a shepherd. I look at them regularly so that I won’t forget what I once was and how unworthy I am of all the kindness and honor you’ve given to me.”
Humility. It comes from the word for ground. It’s true that sometimes we equate humility with treating ourselves like dirt. But, as one writer notes, we also can think of it in terms of “being fertile, filled with possibility, open to the planting of the seeds of hope.”

In today’s reading, Jesus paints a picture of a barren religious life. One that features all the outward trappings but contains none of the inward reality. The religious leaders look good and are more than willing to tell others how they should live. But something is missing—something that prevents them from practicing what they preach.

While speaking at Harvard University’s Appleton Chapel, the psychologist Gordon Allport noted that a code of ethics—no matter how seemingly honorable—can be hollow if it doesn’t have something to back it up. He compared following the rules of faith—as if that’s all that’s required—to living on the perfume of an empty vase. While we may be able to get along on that perfume for awhile, sooner or later there had better be real flowers or we’ll be lost.

That what seems to have happened among the religious leaders of Jesus’ day. All perfume, no flowers. They’ve come to depend on appearing religious, but their inner resources of faith have run dry. That emptiness prevents them from living out what they spend so much time and energy claiming to value.

Today’s conversation with Jesus reminds us how easy it is for that same thing to happen to us. We too can move from the fertile ground of service and humility to the barren landscape of simply appearing religious.

A couple of weeks ago I ran across a column by the Episcopal priest and church consultant Tom Ehrich. Barbara Haskell also read the column and passed it along to me.


In the column, Ehrich poses a question: “What if America truly were a Christian nation?

“Not a Southern Baptist nation, or an Episcopal nation, or a Roman Catholic nation. Not grounded in the doctrinal and ecclesiastical isms that have grown up over the centuries. But a Christian nation, doing what Jesus did.”
Here’s how Ehrich answers his own question.

First, we wouldn’t be arguing about sex. As he notes, Jesus devoted no time to matters of sexuality.

We also wouldn’t be leading cheers for any particular economic system. In his many teachings about wealth and power, Jesus saw the snares and delusions of both capitalism and socialism.

If we were a Christian nation, we wouldn’t voting on “who gets medical care, or who gets to live, or who gets to learn, or whose rights matter more, or whose race or religion can’t be allowed to breathe freely. For Jesus gave healing to all who asked, defended the lives of sinners, taught all who were eager to learn, welcomed all to his circle—even outcasts, lepers, and children. He had no regard for his own tradition’s finely tuned boundaries.”
Ehrich contends we wouldn’t be loading great wealth onto the already wealthy. Instead we’d be asking them to follow the lead of biblical tax collector Zacchaeus who gave away half of what he had.
We also wouldn’t need as many lawyers, because generosity would trump tax-reduction strategies; parables would trump rules; property would be shared as needed; and people would be forgiving — not suing — each other.

If we were a genuinely Christian nation, Ehrich insists we’d be gathering the harvest of this abundant land and sharing it with the hungry of our own land and of many lands. We’d forgive our enemies; speak truth to power; and go forth to serve and to sacrifice—not to rule.

We’d stand with the poor when predators circled around them. We’d stand with sinners when the self-righteous picked up stones. And we’d join hands with nonconformists and strangers.

We’d also become God’s beacon to the nations. And when the tired and poor followed that light to our borders, we’d greet them with open arms and make room for them in our communities.

Ehrich argues that since that’s what Jesus did, it’s what it would mean to be a Christian nation.

To those who insist that America be a Christian nation, Ehrich directs some additional questions: “Do you want the I-was-hungry-and-you-gave-me-something-to-eat of Matthew 25? Do you want the Sermon on the Mount? Do you want to shine God’s light in the darkness?”
He then writes:

Your behavior says no.
Your shouts against generosity say no.
Your penchant for oppressive culture says no.
Your willingness to shower wealth on the few while the many suffer says no.
Your hostility to freedom says no.
“So stop pretending,” he concludes. “At least be as honest as the hedge fund manager who paid himself $8 billion last year. It’s ‘all about the Benjamins,’ not the Gospel. It’s about stifling any freedom but your own. It’s about imposing your cultural preferences on others. It’s about turning your fears and appetites into law. It’s about you, not about Jesus Christ.”

That may well be what Ehrich calls the “nature of politics . . . one ‘you’ versus another ‘you.’” But Jesus offers us another way. A way of service and humility. A way of practicing what we preach. Amen.
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