October 30, 2011
A Case for Humility and Service

Matthew 23:1-12
Last week, we looked at the Pharisees final attempt at their favorite game; Stump the Teacher, because Jesus would not fall into any of their traps. Jesus had been butting heads with the Pharisees for a long time because he did not agree with the way they applied their faith, however, he did recognize the truth in much of their teachings. He was quick to warn people against imitating the lives of the Pharisees, because he could see that they did not practice what they preached. They certainly knew how to talk the talk, but they did not walk the walk.
Stephanie’s Sunday school teacher when she was in high school was an elder in the Faith CP Church in Tulsa; his name was Buddy Abelson. Buddy’s son, Brad told his parents that he was feeling called to ministry and Buddy had some serious words for his son. He told Brad that if he were to see a police officer at a stop light and saw the police officer run the light, for no apparent reason, he might think that the officer was just using his position to get away with something or that the officer was just following the law when it suited him. In a like way, Buddy wanted Brad to know that in order to be an effective minister, he would need to be true to what he said and true to the laws of the church. Buddy wanted his son to know that being able to proclaim the Good News would not be enough, if he could not live what the gospel he proclaimed.
Jesus went on to warn his followers that the teachers of the law were quick to heap heavy loads onto others, but did not feel the burden to share in that load. When I read that, I thought about how often we pile on responsibilities or demands only to distance our selves from the burden which those demands might impose upon us. One of my biggest pet peeves both as a teacher and as a parent of students was to see teachers who would assign projects or assignments over school breaks. As a teacher I never wanted to have to do school work over my Christmas break, so it seemed unfair to assign work for my students. Yet I have known teachers who were quick to assign work for their students over such breaks. The Pharisees were like that too; they seemed to be reluctant to help shoulder the burden of their demands. 
Those Pharisees were more concerned with being seen and recognized as the important people that they perceived themselves to be. They would parade around with big phylacteries and long fringes on their garments to ensure honor and respect. I guess they felt like recognition as to their importance made all of the difference in the world. I don’t know about you, but when I see people who are that much in need of honor and recognition, I can’t help but wonder who it is that they are trying to impress - others or themselves?
It was not that the things, which the Pharisees wore to distinguish themselves, that were the problem. All good Jews were expected to wear phylacteries and fringes on their garments at all times. The intent of those phylacteries and fringes, was that they were to be a constant reminder of God, who God is, who the people are and God’s power to work among them. The problem was what they had allowed those garments to become and the attitude behind the wearing of them.
I have a good friend who thinks that it is offensive for Christians to wear crosses around their necks. She refuses to wear one because she feels like most people who wear a cross are wearing it to display their religion in front of others. If indeed that is their intent then those people are wearing a cross for the wrong reason. The proper reason to wear a cross or to have religious art in our homes or for any other signs of religion should not be as a display to impress others. The motivation for those things should be to constantly remind ourselves that we are to keep God central in our lives. They should help us to remember who we are and whose we are. If that is not the motivation, then we are no better than the Pharisees parading around to get attention and to exalt ourselves before others.
This may sound strange but I often feel guilty taking a front row parking space at the hospital just because I have one of those little tags in my windshield that notifies me as clergy. I appreciate having it when I am in a hurry, but I almost always see someone who appears to need the close parking space more than I do because it is difficult for them to walk from further distances. Early in my ministry, I wouldn’t get a clergy pass so that others could use closer spaces, but then I realized that often the spaces sat empty and I might be taking a space that others could use, so I gave in and got the tag. I hope I never get to the point that I come to expect those kinds of special privileges and that I will never use something like that to exploit my position as a minister.
Jesus continued this lesson by suggesting that his followers be careful with the use of titles for one another. He recognized that titles often set up a kind of hierarchy among people and he wanted his followers to avoid that. Jesus wanted us to realize that we are all equal before God, so no one should try to claim superiority over a brother or sister.
I never really thought about it this way until I was working on this sermon, but this gives us a good theological reason for avoiding the use of titles. Ever since I was a kid, I can remember parishioners asking my father what he wanted to be called. His response was always the same; he just wanted to be called by his first name. I never really knew why he did that, but I liked it. I guess I thought it was an act of humility on his part or just a part of his laid back approach to life. I have tried to do the same, because I never really wanted the attention. Now I see a good theological reason for my desire to be known simply by my first name; so as to avoid seeming Pharisaic. Jesus was a humble kind of guy and he wanted his followers to exercise humility as well.
Then he wrapped up his comments by suggesting that the greatest people are those who are willing to serve others. And just in case anybody missed the earlier comments about the self- aggrandizement of the Pharisees, he restates his point by saying that those who exalt themselves will be humbled before God and that those who humble themselves will be exalted. Is it any wonder why Jesus was not popular with the religious leaders of his day? They had become important because of their position of leadership and they prided themselves in parading around in all of their religious splendor. But Jesus told them that the recognition of those on earth was its own reward. Greatness in the kingdom of God is based on the magnitude of one’s service to God, not on their self proclaimed greatness.
Jesus modeled for his disciples the way of service to others. Jesus traveled around serving those in need, and he had an uncanny ability to recognize need even before it was obvious to the others around him. Jesus was in touch with people. Jesus could see through people to know what they needed and he was willing and able to help when people recognized their need for help.
Seeing those characteristics of Jesus makes it fairly obvious that he was not a part of our society. Our culture tries to tell us to be focused on our own interests and pursuits. Many people want others to see how important they are and they want to put themselves before others. Servant-hood is seen as a bad thing by many of the people in our society. We hear things like, “Look out for number one,” or “If you don’t take care of yourself, then who will?” But Jesus came to remind us that in the kingdom of God, true greatness is achieved through servitude not with empty, hollow words.
If we look for examples of great people in this life, we find that those who have given their lives in service are the ones which stand out the most in our minds. Think about it this way. If Mother Theresa had been out there trying to blow her own horn and draw attention to herself, no one would have noticed her. But because she quietly and humbly gave of her life in service to others, she is remembered by people and I can’t help but think that she is recognized by God as one of the truly great people of the modern world.
With God, the true test of greatness is one’s humility in servitude. I cannot help but think that this is not only true individually, but that it must also be true collectively. Great churches are not the ones with the biggest budgets or the fanciest buildings or the most programs. Great churches are those who see the importance of their role as servants to their community, both locally and globally. If we want to become a great church, we don’t need to get caught up in the numbers game or compete for the world’s recognition. If we would like to become great, we must humbly give of ourselves in service. We must turn our focus to the needs of our community and become instruments of change for the betterment of our community. All of the rest will fall into place, if we humbly give ourselves in service.
There are opportunities to serve all around us. We must simply decide how we will serve so that God will be honored, others will be helped and especially so that we will maintain our humility. Then we can be a great church for the God who called us into being in the first place. And to our God be all glory and honor and blessing and wisdom and power and might both now and forever more. Amen.
