“Seeing is Believing”

Luke 18:9-14

Matthew 25:24-30

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable to you, O Lord, my rock and my redeemer. Amen.

“Don’t believe anything you hear and only half of what you see.” My parents found this useful instruction when the shifting sands of teenage loyalties created a fair amount of drama for me in seventh grade. I did not think their counsel was too helpful then. Years later I read that Mark Twain said, "When I was a boy of 14, my father was so ignorant I could hardly stand to have the old man around. But when I got to be 21, I was astonished at how much the old man had learned in seven years."

So it is: the advice is helpful even today. Pretend that we live in Jerusalem in the year 29. It’s noon and we climb the steps of the temple swiftly walk through the Court of the Gentiles, up and into and through the Court of Women on to the Court of the Israelites where devout Jewish men, who believed that prayer in the temple was more efficacious than prayer at home or at work, gathered to pray.

It is quiet yet we can hear the murmuring of the faithful, one voice stands out above the others the eloquent phrasing, the flawless elocution tells us it is the voice of a Pharisee. We hear his words “God, I thank you that I…” We drift away over to the farthest reaches of the court and there alone stands a tax collector: a Jew in name only – a collaborator with the Romans who grows rich extracting exorbitant sums from his people to pay Rome and still have a tidy sum to keep.

Our thoughts and judgments about him are interrupted. We cannot be sure but the sound seems to come from the tax collector. His back is bent, his head hangs down and his fist beats against his chest and yes it is he who now speaks in a guttural stage whisper , “God, be merciful to me a sinner.” We are uncomfortable and step away. 

Can we believe this peculiar account of prayer time in Jerusalem? The classic reversals the unexpected turn of events? Well yes. As one scholar observed, the Pharisee presents a soliloquy. He is not praying he is speaking to himself saying, “I fast twice a week, I give a tenth of my income, I am not like other people, I am not like the tax collector.” And all that he says is true. He is an upright man but alas not a praying man. His vain imaginings – a monologue replete with 4 “I” statements is not a conversation with God.

The tax collector says absolutely nothing except “God be merciful to me, a sinner!” Is this a moment of remorse or a true conversion? He may be overwhelmed with the enormity of his sins. Or he could be seeking comfort now that he has accumulated all he needs. Jesus says that he went down to his home justified but we ask for how long what does he do next? 

Luckily, I do not think that we are being asked to judge the Pharisee or the tax collector. I think we are invited to reflect on how God meets us when we are Pharisees and when we are tax collectors: for we are all both. The parable gives us a chance to try on different roles and I think we can relate to both characters. The Pharisee reminds us to pray to God not our alter ego. The tax collector reminds us that nothing can ever separate us from the grace and mercy of Jesus Christ if we are humble and honest. The Good News today is that prayer can bridge the gap between the truth of who we all are, sinners, and the truth of who God is: our loving Father. 

Last week an acquaintance told me at their church the service does not include a time of confession because all that guilt and shame upsets people. Well yes, I wanted to say but God can handle that. In that moment I appreciated the fact that Sunday service is the one place I can stand as the hymn says, “Just as I am without one plea” a sinner – before a God who says come to me all you who are heavy burdened and I shall give you rest – who loves me and sent his son to redeem me. 

And for those weeks of optimistic soliloquies, we are carried into his arms by the community of faith that prayers with us in the unison prayer. For the weeks when all we can muster, is “Be merciful,” there is a moment of silence for us. It is mysterious but the prayer of confession takes our shame and guilt to a place it can be dealt with and brings us closer to God.

Now what about all that we are busy with during the time between Sundays? The parable of the talent suggests we ought to be living large: using every gift we have to the fullest. The word talent does not mean the things you do well. A talent was equal to 6,000 denarri. In first century Palestine, a day laborer would have to work approximately 15 years to earn that much money.

This parable seems to me a perfect complement to our lesson on prayer and appropriate to the season of Stewardship. The story, like stewardship, is not about what we give back but what we have received from God. In the parable the slave was given a gift and he had to decide how to use it. The individual singled out for the harshest treatment buried it. He mounts a ferocious defense saying in part, “I knew…I feared…I hid.” 

He trusted what he heard about the master and saw him do and panicked. He just buried it. The most regrettable thing the slave says is, “Here you have what is yours.” He gave the gift back. When someone gives you a gift the expectation is that you will use it and enjoy it and of course the hope is you will feel loved and happy.

Stewardship starts, I think, not with a calculation of what we ought to give over to the church. Stewardship starts with what God has given us. We are ready to hear the church needs our money but less ready to see that we need to make something of the gifts we receive.

In November 1955 a few women canvassed this area and found 50 people who were willing to commit to worship together on Sunday: prayers of adoration, confession, thanksgiving and petition and have fellowship and do mission. Their first pastor was a circuit rider from Virginia: The Reverend James. R. Jackson. They met at what is now the Woodmont Clubhouse which was at the time a public school. By 1956 the congregation raised the stunning sum of $52,000 to build a church.

On Christmas Eve 1967 when a candlelight service continued to burn into the night church members used the occasion to not just rebuild but expand adding Fellowship Hall, a modern kitchen, eight classrooms and another parking lot. They could have used the insurance money to build a very grand sanctuary. Their choices reflected their mission. It took courage.

This sanctuary and campus is an inheritance: there is no mortgage. The other inheritance we have received is a tradition of mission to children. I walked through the narthex on Friday to admire the messages the children sent us on those stars. I don’t know about you but this is the first time I have ever seen children leading the stewardship campaign – they have been working on those stars for weeks. They used traditional paper, pens, glitter but added clever things: eggs, feathers, cloth, origami, flowers…there is no constellation quite like theirs.

We need to be just as creative this year. The good thing is that in this economy we will not have access to as much money so we will need to be the mission we embrace. In November of 1958 the name of the church was amended to Temple Terrace Presbyterian Church because of confusion about our location. Let’s not be confused about our location now: we stand here in 2010 and while much has changed over these 50 plus years our mission remains constant. Our dedication must equal that of those that created this legacy who gave not just money but their time and vision so we too might serve God.  Amen
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