
Pray without Pretense, Serve without Servitude 

[Matthew 23:1-12; November 5, 2017] 

 

A Reading from the Gospel According to Matthew: 

 1Then Jesus spoke to the crowds and to his students, 2saying “On the seat of Moses sit the 

scholars and the Pharisees.  3Do and observe all that they tell, but do not do as they do.  They 

speak and do nothing.  4They tie up heavy bundles and lay them on the shoulders of other men, 

but will not lift a finger to move them.  5All they do is for show.  They spread their tephillin, and 

lengthen their tassels, 6and love the foremost couch at the dinners, the front seat in the 

synagogues, 7to be greeted in the market places and to be called rabbi by the people. 

 8”But you must not be called, for you have one teacher and all are brothers and sisters.  
9On earth call no one father.  You have one father in heaven 10and do not call yourself 

instructors.  You have one instructor, the messiah.  11The greatest among you will be your 

servant.  12Whoever raises himself high will be brought low and whoever brings himself low 

will be raised high. 

—Translated by Willis Barnstone 

* 

 Does proclaiming we’re Christian mean that we’re better or more deserving than across 

the street?  Does it give us special permission to nitpick and scold? 

 Jesus rails against Pharisees, but not about belief, not about what happens after we die.  

He complains that they fuss and fret over trivial rules.  He says they occupy “Moses’ seat”—

Moses brought holy law, so sitting in his seat implies they’re the righteous lawgivers leaders 

now.    



 Maybe once there was an actual chair—way up front, higher than all the rest.  Sitting 

there gave you the power to condemn or bless. 

 Over time, such authority makes people proud.  Pharisees became more judgmental, too.   

Jesus mocks, “They spread their tephillin, and they  make their tassels long.” 

 Meaning they really did like showing off.  Tephillin are tiny boxes of scrolls, each one 

containing a verse from Torah.  God said, “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.”1   

 We treat that instruction as metaphor; Pharisees did not. 

 Scribes went by with these little leather boxes dangling from their wrists, looped around 

their heads. . . . 

 Strict as they were, Jesus says these sticklers lost their humility along the way. 

 That’s a risk many religious people don’t recognize. 

 In Stealing Jesus, Bruce Bawer writes about two kinds of congregations today, a Church 

of Law and a Church of Love.  He writes a history of Protestant preaching, trying to trace the 

success of the Religious Right.  Bawer argues that legalistic Christianity keeps tying Jesus to 

prejudices that have got nothing whatever to do with love.   

 Jesus’ name has been stolen, he says, to promote policies that hurt the poor, to support 

hate groups and dangerous bigotry across the country.   

 Bawer faults churches like ours as well, for failing to stand up against injustice, for being 

too afraid we might offend somebody.  

 One sort of church is too rigid, he says.  The other, though, doesn’t want any trouble, so 

it’s innocuous. 

																																																													
1	Deuteronomy 11:18  	



* 

 We pay attention to firm do’s and don’ts, whether we actually obey them or not. 

 When we were first married, Jean and I’d drive east to visit my parents in New York.  

Once we got to Pennsylvania on 80, we’d pass all these billboards—each with the silhouette of a 

trooper and table of fines.  The speed limit was 55; if they clocked you going 60, that’s 50 

bucks; 60—65, 100 dollars.  And up it went.    Somebody made those road signs very precise. 

 Heading to Baltimore, on 83, all that changed once you crossed the Mason-Dixon Line.  

“Welcome to Maryland,” it said, and.  “Please drive gently.” 

 Two different ways to persuade fools like me, Slow down. 

 The scribes and Pharisees wanted to regulate—wanted to specify—how to be good.  Take 

one example—how we’re expected to honor the Sabbath.  No one was supposed to do any work; 

therefore, the scribes set out to define “work” for us.  One category, they decided, would be 

“carrying burdens.”  Here’s how they explained what a burden was:  “food, equal in weight to 

one dried fig, enough wine for mixing in a goblet, milk enough for one swallow, honey enough 

to smear on a wound, ink enough to write two letters of the alphabet. . . .”  The list went on.  

Maddening exactitude turned liberation into something else.                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

 In Pennsylvania, each time I passed one of those signs, I’d check my speed.  I didn’t want 

to get a ticket, didn’t want to pay.  Was I becoming more loving person, though? Being 

transformed, somehow? 

 I don’t think so.  I was afraid of getting caught. 

 And if we’re talking about traffic safety, maybe that’s just as well.  But if we care about 

spiritual growth, fear doesn’t help.. 

* 

 “If there’s a God, how can I know whether God cares about me?”  



 Every religion must answer that question somehow. 

 One way that churches respond to this need is by spelling out rules and rites, promising 

that if we follow along, we can please God.  

 Jesus claims there is a more perfect way.  The proud won’t like it, though.  “The greatest 

among you,” he says, “will be your servant.”   

 What is the mission statement of this church?  We print it every week.  We pledge “to 

embody God’s love for all by living an active faith in service to others.” 

 Arthur Hertzberg—a Conservative rabbi who came here from Poland as a refugee, 

marched beside King and got beaten in Selma, then went to Israel and got thrown in jail fighting 

for Palestinians’ civil rights—put it this way:   “You save your soul by saving someone else=s 

body.@ 

 There is the gospel of Matthew, compressed to nine words. 

* 

 We all want to be happy, but lots of us can’t figure out how. 

 Albert Schweitzer was someone who kept looking until he did. 

 He was a theologian who wrote important books about Christ and Paul, a great musician 

who traveled all over the world playing Bach.  When he was thirty, he gave up that life and went 

off to Africa, set up a crude hospital in the rain forest in what’s now Gabon. 

 Schweitzer told boys at a British school once: “I don't know what your destiny will be, 

but . . . the only ones among you who will be really happy are those who have sought and found 

how to serve.” 

 Schweitzer was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1952.  After that, touring the U.S., he 

got off a train in Chicago to give a talk.  The press was waiting; cameras flashed, men shouted 

questions, but Schweitzer—at seventy-eight—saw an elderly black woman past the crowd, 



trying to drag two heavy suitcases up a long flight of stairs.  He said, “Excuse me,” brushed past 

and got hold of her luggage, and helped her find her bus.  Then, he turned, “‘I’m sorry.  I’ve 

kept you waiting.  What did you ask?”  

 One newsman said, “That’s the first time I ever saw a sermon walking.”  

* 

 Here’s the problem:  Some of us, when we hear Jesus say “Go and serve,” want to be 

celebrated like Albert Schweitzer.    

 It’s as if we would like to put a roll of crisp, new hundred dollar bills right in Christ’s 

hands, and say, “These are from me.  Use it however, wherever,  you like.”   

 Christ may say, “I’ve got a humbler idea.  Give me whatever you can, but in ones. I don’t 

want anything quite so spectacular, not all at once. 

 “I want a thousand small gifts throughout your life.  I want small things from you no else 

notices. . . .  

 “One, when you stock the shelves at the food pantry.   

 “One when you drive a neighbor to dialysis.   

 “One when you make sure a young girl gets home safe.   

 “One when you sit with an old friend who comes to you one night in tears. 

 Make no mistake—when you do these things, angels give praise.” 

* 

 One caution, though. When Jesus says the humble “will be exalted,” he doesn’t mean, 

“Be submissive, take what you get.  The worse you’re treated, the better off you’ll be some day 

in paradise.” 

 Too many women have gotten that message, and it has to stop. 



 This scripture is poison when used to convince women that somebody else always comes 

first; suffering’s good.  We all need love.  We all need dignity. 

 Carter Heyward explains, “Genuine humility is a gift from God which has nothing to do 

with downcast eyes, a misty voice and noble stories of sacrifice.  Humility is, rather, living 

courageously in a spirit of radical connectedness with others, which enables us to see ourselves 

as God sees us: sisters and brothers, each as deeply valued and worthy of respect as every 

other.”" 

 That’s very different from letting your boyfriend or father or spouse or boss use or 

degrade you. . . . 

* 

 Albert Schweitzer was graced—finally made whole—by what he called a “reverence for 

life” that came to him one day in 1915.   

 World War I nearly crushed him.  He’d been confined at St. Remy—same asylum, in the 

same room, Van Gogh had lived. 

 Schweitzer’s mother had been trampled to death by German cavalry. 

 Once the French let him out, he and his wife fled, until, here was, aboard a boat plying its 

way deeper and deeper into the jungle. . . . 

* 

 Serving others is how we can express reverence for life itself.  It’s our response, perhaps, 

to wonder and grace. 

 Today, in our prayers we pay homage to people we’ve loved, and we dearly miss.  The 

greater mystery is that they or we were ever here at all. 



 Richard Dawkins is a biologist, an ardent atheist.  I’m not a big fan of his, but a brother-

in-law of mine is.  And, occasionally, Dawkins writes something I appreciate like this passage I 

have mulling over for a while. 

 He says, yes, 

 “We are going to die, and that makes us the lucky ones.  Most people are never going to 

die because they are never going to be born.  The potential people who could have been here in 

my place but who will in fact never see the light of day outnumber the sand grains of Arabia.  

Certainly those unborn ghosts include greater poets than Keats, scientists greater than Newton.  

We know this because the set of possible people allowed by our DNA so massively exceeds the 

set of actual people.  In the teeth of these stupefying odds it is you and I, in our ordinariness, 

that are here. . . .  We privileged few, who won the lottery of birth against all odds, how dare we 

whine at our inevitable return to that prior state from which the vast majority have never 

stirred?” 

 If that realization can’t make us humble, then what else can? 

 God bless you all. 

 

 
 

 


