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Appointed texts for Pentecost III, Proper 4:

You shall put these words of mine in your heart and soul, and you shall bind them as a sign on your hand, and fix them as an emblem on your forehead.  Teach them to your children, talking about them when you are at home and when you are away, when you lie down and when you rise.  Write them on the door posts of your house and on your gates, so that your days and the days of your children may be multiplied in the land that the LORD swore to your ancestors to give them, as long as the heavens are above the earth.  See, I am setting before you today a blessing and a curse: the blessing, if you obey the commandments of the LORD your God that I am commanding you today; and the curse, if you do not obey the commandments of the LORD your God, but turn from the way that I am commanding you today, to follow other gods that you have not known.  

Deuteronomy 11:18-21, 26-28
But now, apart from law, the righteousness of God has been disclosed …the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there is no distinction, since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God; they are now justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus …  For we hold that a person is justified by faith apart from works prescribed by the law.  

Romans 3:21-25a, 28
“Not everyone who says to me, `Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of my Father in heaven.  On that day many will say to me, `Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many deeds of power in your name?’  Then I will declare to them, `I never knew you; go away from me, you evildoers.’  “Everyone then who hears these words of mine and acts on them will be like a wise man who built his house on rock.  The rain fell, the floods came, and the winds blew and beat on that house, but it did not fall, because it had been founded on rock.  And everyone who hears these words of mine and does not act on them will be like a foolish man who built his house on sand.  The rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell— and great was its fall!”   
Matthew 7:21-27
Not everyone who says “Lord, Lord” will enter,  

but only one who does the will of God.

     Now we enter the season of personal passages, when many among us are graduating from this or that.  We have pre-schoolers who are graduating and entering kindergarten in the fall.  Developmental psychologists tell us their basic personality traits and learning skills are pretty much set by now; so good luck out there.

     We have fifth graders moving up to middle school and, in doing so, drop back down to the bottom rung of the next ladder.  Get used to it.  That’s what our graduating seniors from High School will tell them, as they themselves consider their next options: work, or community college or university, and above all else, more independence.  The biggest question for them perhaps is who’s gonna pay for that independence.

     With all these passages come the accompanying rites of commencement exercises and sometimes that other peculiar ritual known as baccalaureate.  If most of the speeches you’ve heard are anything like my experience they usually follow a general line of thought.  Every ending is a new beginning.  Your future awaits.  What kind of future will it be?  One with great promise and challenges, but these bright shining stars are up to the task before them.  Then there is usually a charge, some kind of commendation, along with the seasoned advice to make good choices; choices based on this value or that, something about honesty, integrity, value, meaning.  And sometimes what happens if you don’t.

     That’s when you’ll sometimes hear a speaker’s personal testimony, when they didn’t make good choices, but survived nonetheless, and even became famous enough be asked to be this year’s speaker; offering their know-how, or wisdom or advice.  It seems sometimes a guest speaker can be anything, as long as they’re famous, controversial or even notorious: a famous thinker, famous author, famous athlete or movie star or musician, or politician.

     Recently it was reported the White House public relations office offered Calvin College the opportunity to have the President address their graduates. Now, I know about Calvin College, because it’s located near my own roots in southwest Michigan.  It’s a conservative Christian college, part of the protestant reformed tradition, and in decidedly “red-state” territory.  

     Another speaker who’d already been asked to address the graduates was quickly dis-invited.  As the story goes, on the day the President was to speak one-third of the college faculty took out a full-page ad in the Grand Rapids Press.  It was an open letter to the President asking the him to explain how his Administration’s policies and actions squared with his own professed Christian belief as a follower of Jesus.  

     Now, one might say the majority of that same faculty did not feel the need to ask that question.  The point is not about anyone’s opinion here, but rather the question of how others are able to understand what one says with what one does.  I take it on face value that there were some folks who sought understanding in what might have been a valuable and fruitful discourse.  It didn’t happen.

     Well, I remember the last baccalaureate address I was ever asked to give was for the graduating class of a local high school a number of years ago.  This was back in the days when the baccalaureate service was still considered a quasi-religious event and local pastors – I guess – were still considered as having something worthwhile to say.  

     I don’t remember all of that speech, but I do recall explaining the root meaning of the occasion; the word baccalaureate comes from two Latin terms.  Laurel was the crown of victory placed on the heads of conquerors (sounds good); and  then bacca, meaning either a cow, or one who tends cattle.  Uh-oh. I suggested each victorious graduate might choose to stick out in the crowd and not blindly follow the herd mentality, etc.  And that each had unique and God-given gifts to actually be used to make a difference, etc.   But I’m uncertain my hesitant listeners ever got past the comparison to cows.  I do know I wasn’t ever asked to return …

     Now, if there is a common cultural denominator this year for each graduating class in our society it would appear that they are embarking upon an ever-increasing new American reality of a class-less society; at least as far as a consumer society is concerned.  In an article entitled, The Jones Wore Jeans, some sociologists contend it is increasingly 

difficult to tell the buyers from the lookers, the platinum-card holders from those who could barely pay their monthly minimum balance.   They write,

Social class, once so easily assessed by the car in the driveway or the purse on the arm, has become harder to see in the things Americans buy. Rising incomes, flattening prices and easily available credit have given so many Americans access to such a wide array of high-end goods that traditional markers of status have lost much of their meaning.   A wealthy family shops for wine at Costco and bath towels at Target.  …   a recent poll by The New York Times, fully 81 percent of Americans said they had felt social pressure to buy high-priced goods.  But while the rich may have always set the standards, the actual social competition used to be played out largely at the neighborhood level, among people in roughly the same class. In the last 30 years or so, however, people have become increasingly isolated from their neighbors, fostering a whole new level of desire across class groups. A “horizontal desire,” coveting a neighbor’s goods, has been replaced by a “vertical desire,” coveting the goods of the rich and the powerful seen on television.  Says one sociologist drawing this conclusion: “The old system was keeping up with the Joneses.  The new system is keeping up with the Gateses.”
     Thomas O’Guinn, a professor of advertising at the University of Illinois who has written textbooks on marketing and consumption remarks, “One thing modernity brought with it was all kinds of identities, the ability for people to choose who you want to be, how you want to decorate yourself, what kind of lifestyle you want. And what you consume cannot be separated from that.” 

     If all this sounds far removed from an appropriate sermon topic, consider the conversation:  Personal identity, lifestyle choices, conscious or unconscious consumption, value, meaning, belief in what’s important or not important.  Next, look at our old scripture passages today.  In a nutshell:

     Deuteronomy tells us to remember God’s commandments (the Law), and the choices we make to observe them or not observe them.  To help remember them, keep them always before you in plain sight; whether a sign on your hand, an emblem on your forehead, or a mezuzah on the door post. Not only that, keep the words ever on your lips, teaching them to your children, and your children’s children.  Even so, lip service is not enough.

     If it’s hard enough to remember those commandments, they’re even harder to actually do what you say you will.  But that’s the choice set before us.  Follow them and blessings will result.  Forget them, or fail to do what you say you remembered but didn’t do, and things will go badly (curses).

     Apparently, saying one thing, and doing another, is not a modern invention.  I read where in the ancient Mediterranean world that merely giving the appearance of doing the right thing sufficient enough.  For instance in another story in Matthew (chapter 21), when a father orders two sons to go work in the vineyard, one says ‘yes,’ but doesn’t go; while the other says ‘no,’ but later does as his father asked.  In Jesus’ world, the one who initially refuses and thereby publicly shames his father would have been regarded as the dishonorable son.  Lip service was that highly praised.  That’s why Jesus tells the story, to turn such conventional thinking upside down; and he does it all the time.  After all, just look at the self-righteous whom Jesus always criticizes, who stand in the street corners and in the synagogue spouting prayers.  He calls them hypocrites.

     So it is that Jesus gives us an updated version of the lesson from Deuteronomy in today’s gospel passage, along with a little story about two men, two houses, and the foundation upon which they construct their lives. 

     For Jesus, it wasn’t enough to say you remember the covenant, but to live the covenant of God.  For us, it’s not enough to just address Jesus as “Lord, Lord,” but to follow him and strive to do what we say we believe through him.

     Do I always practice what I preach?  You know as well as I do, no.  So Paul reminds and assures us — in the passage from Romans — “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”  But more so, we “are now justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.”  In response to such amazing grace, we find worth and meaning in asking ourselves and each other how what we say is reflected in what we do.

     Today’s gospel passage comes at the end of the section in Matthew known as the Sermon on the Mount.  For three chapters, Jesus’ teachings have been laid out as he’s been going on, and on, and on.  Having ploughed through Deuteronomy himself many times, I suspect, Jesus knew the cultural habits and human nature of those who’d been listening to a long sermon!  It’s what nowadays we might call the “Yada-yada” factor.  After awhile the attention drifted from the basic message: not only saying, but doing, the will of God.  

     So Jesus sketches the story of a wise man who builds his life on rock, and a foolish man who builds his life on sand.  In doing so, the will of God is made real in those words made flesh.  For us, the words are made real in the flesh and Spirit of Jesus.

     We know many of the words attributed to Jesus — many of the things that come from his lips in the gospels — are products of the early Christian faith community, with their own differing theological interpretations and understandings.  But scholars generally regard many of the words found in the parables and teachings of Jesus as closest to the heart of the authentic One whom we call the incarnate Word of God.  

     The most authentic question for us, therefore, may be how closely do we follow the Jesus who speaks not just about mercy and peace, but being merciful and being peacemakers.  The Jesus who speaks not simply of forgiveness, but forgiving over and over again.  The Jesus who not only speaks about evil, but of refusing to return evil for evil -- continually seeking reconciliation instead.

     I don’t know that Jesus ever delivered a commencement speech or baccalaureate address.  Or even if he ever graduated from rabbinical school, let alone at the top of his class.  Some might wish to believe he surely must have been valedictorian, summa cum laudé; that his daddy would have seen to that. Yada-yada.

     No matter.  If Jesus had given a baccalaureate address, I suspect it would have been not unlike his commissioning of the first disciples; and, with every subsequent class of graduates, right up to the class of 2005:  To go forth and spread the good news of Christ, not only with our lips, but with our lives.

     Amen. jb+
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