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                     Matthew 23:1-12


Who taught you how to be a Christian?  How did they teach you?


I’ve been thinking this week about Jim Crawford and Judy Brain, two fine ministers who I learned a lot from when I was in seminary.  Jim was the minister of Old South Church in Boston, a magnificent cathedral church with over 300 years of history.  I started thinking about Jim this week as I was struggling with my schedule.  I was remembering how I once tried to make an appointment with Jim, but was told by his secretary that he worked on his sermon Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday and half of Thursday, and was not available for appointments during that time.  While that schedule made it hard to build a relationship with Jim, it absolutely paid off in his preaching.  Each of his sermons was as thoughtful, as learned, and as polished as an essay in the New Yorker.  Jim was also 6 feet, 8 inches tall, and he preached from an enormous raised pulpit in the center of an enormous church.  I sat and listened to him just about every Sunday for two years while I was first in Divinity School.  I learned a lot from him, was fed by his preaching and by the worship of that congregation, but one morning, as I sat listening to his sermon, a light bulb went off in my head.  It suddenly occurred to me that if I was ever going to become a minister, I was going to have to get out of that church.  I wasn’t even totally sure why I thought that—I just knew that I couldn’t trace a line between myself and Jim Crawford.  If I ever was going to be a minister, I knew in my heart I was going to be a completely different kind of minister.


And so I went to work for the Pilgrim Congregational Church in Lexington, Massachusetts.  On the first morning, the minister, Judy Brain, stood in front of her congregation and spread out her arms and smiled at them and said, “Welcome to worship.  I’m so glad you have come to join us.”  And somehow I found myself invited into ministry, along with the whole congregation of that church.


Now, I know that I learned a lot from both Jim Crawford and Judy Brain.  But I learned differently from them.  Jim taught me with his words, and Judy taught me with her actions.  Jim shared ideas and Judy shared her life.  Both taught me about the Bible, but it was really Judy who taught me how to be a Christian.


Do you have a teacher like that in your life?  Who taught you how to be a Christian?  Has anyone taught you how not to be one?


At first glace, the Gospel reading this morning seems to be focused primarily on how not to be.  Jesus points out to his disciples everything that the scribes and Pharisees do wrong, from their lack of concern for the little guy to their ostentatious devotional practices.  And the picture that he paints is so vivid—and we are so used to beating up on the Pharisees every chance we get—that we could easily think that this scripture is not about us.  We could easily think that this Gospel lesson was intended to be heard by people who use religious position or ritual to make themselves feel more important than other people.  Since we’re not one of them, we could actually think that our job this morning is to join Jesus in pointing his finger at someone else—someone who’s religiousity seems a bit over the top, someone who engages in a religious observance in full public view when we think it would be much better taste to do so in private. 


The Pharisees aren’t the point here—as in so many other places in Matthew, the Pharisees are straw men.  Jesus is characticuring them—and if we don’t recognize that, we are in danger of thinking his words are somehow aim at them.  If this is about Pharisees, then these verses start to sound a lot like a dirty ad in a political campaign.  Throw the bums out, he seems to be saying.  I’m humble, he implies, so make me your teacher, give me the job that you gave those guys in the past.  Before you know it, Jesus is running for Pharisee.  He’s got all the answers, just like the old guys claimed, the only difference is that he has them right.


But here’s the rub.  This is not about the Pharisees.  I’ve found it helpful to post over my desk these words:  “It’s about discipleship, stupid!”  Jesus does not deliver these words to an audience, remember, he delivers them to his disciples, people whose lives he was attempting to deeply shape, to transform.  And his words are written in Matthew to be read to the early church to have the same affect.  And neither Jesus nor the Gospel writer is speaking over the heads of their immediate audience seeking to be heard by some ruler or priest beyond.  No, these are words to Christian disciples, people who were—who ARE—actively engaged in a process of learning how to be a Christian.  When we keep that in mind, something very disturbing happens.  Jesus’ words stop being about someone else.  And—watch out!—they start being about us.


The point is not who is the teacher, what his qualifications are, whether she meets one criteria or another.  The point is HOW.  How do we really learn to be a Christian?  How do we really teach others?



And this is where things get a little sticky.  Because if being a Christian is an idea, if it’s a concept, then you might need a teacher, a lecturer, a professor to help you get a handle on it.  And Jesus says that no one in a Christian community should take on the role of professor.  And if being Christian is like joining a tribe, becoming part of a kinship group, getting adopted into a family, then you might need a Father, or a Mother or a parent to help you find your way in.  And Jesus says that no one in a Christian community should take on the role of Father, of Parent, either.  We need some other model, we need some other role, and when pushed Jesus will at most say this: look to the one who is a servant.  Look to the one who is humble, which is to say, the one who is earthy.  And for all his disciples who need more explanation than that he says merely, Come and See.  That’s what he told his disciples—follow me, watch what I’m doing, live along side of me, notice what life is like when you are with me, pray with me.


What has Jesus taught you about how to be a Christian?  How did he teach you?


There was a time in my life when I admired Jesus primarily for his words.  He was a teacher to me, which is saying a lot, because for many years of my life my teachers were the most powerful people in my life.  And then came a time when he became so much more to me—a savior, a Lord, a true image of God—that I scoffed at my former self and others for whom Jesus was “only” a teacher.  I knew how many teachers there were out there—the hundreds of titles of self-help books in the Barns & Nobles suggested to me that Jesus wasn’t the only one with advice for my life.  If you love Jesus just for what he teaches, I thought, why would you ever call yourself a Christian?


Maybe it’s time that’s mellowed me out a little, but I’d like to think that taking my identity as a disciple of Jesus seriously has been a big part of what’s moved me.  Because Jesus doesn’t call us to worship him any more than he calls us to sit at his feet and learn from him.  He calls us to follow him.  To come and see what it means to live with him, to live in him.  
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