SERMON:  The Fifth Sunday in Lent, Year C

March 21, 2010
The Rev. Eileen Weglarz

Isaiah 43:16-21; Psalm 126; Philippians 3:4b-14; John 12:1-18
This morning I have a trivia question for you Broadway musical buffs.  See if you remember which one.   A man and a woman, as is often the case in a budding romance, begin to spar with each other.

I can do anything better than you can,

I can do anything better than you.

No you can’t.

Yes, I can, yes I can, yes I can.

Anything you can be, I can be greater.

Sooner or later I’m greater than you.

I can shoot a partridge with a single cartridge.

Well I can shoot a sparrow with a bow and arrow.

I can drink my liquor faster than a flicker.

I can drink it quicker and even get sicker.

I can jump a hurdle.

But I can wear a girdle.

I can knit a sweater.

But I can fill it better.

Can you bake a pie?

No.

Neither can I.

The song is from Irving Berlin’s 1946 Broadway musical, Annie Get Your Gun.  It’s a duet sung by characters Frank Butler, a sharp-shooting ace, and Annie Oakley, an upstart marksman (woman), who also happens to be in love with Frank Butler.   As we can see, the argument soon ends, when they realize that bragging as to who is better doesn’t matter in the long run, especially where love is concerned.
How we like to brag!  Sometimes, however, we cleverly try to disguise our bragging by appearing to complain:  I’m so upset with my daughter.  She came home with a B on her report card and ruined her perfect 4 point grade average. 
I like the story about the rancher from Montana who was bragging about the size of his ranch.  “When I drive my truck all the way around my property, it takes me 12 hours,” and his brother-in-law replies, “Yeah, I used to have a truck like that!”
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We often want to take the sly braggart up short.  Reminds me of an episode from the old television series, Bewitched.  Samantha and Darren are invited to a very elite country club dinner, to be considered as potential members.  After dinner, the men whisk Darren off to the smoking room to enjoy an expensive cigar and fine brandy.  The women take Samantha to the garden room to enjoy demitasse and petit fours.  

One woman sizes up Samantha and says, “My Dear, what an amusing little frock you are wearing.  Tell me, who is your couturier?”  Samantha has had enough of the nonsense and she quips back, “Well actually, I have two.”  And all of the ladies look at each other with amazed approval until she finishes her sentence:  “Sears and Roebuck!”  And she slams down her napkin on the table, stands up and marches out of the room, leaving the old coots gasping for air.  
But my favorite brag has to be the one from an old friend, a physics professor.  My husband and I were at a dinner party at their house.  Tom and Josephine are a very bright, no nonsense couple, with a wicked sense of humor, and a bit iconoclastic in a deliciously naughty sort of way.  
They told us about a party he and Jo had attended.  Several couples were telling stories about how their homes had been broken into and how they were robbed.  One complained that the family silver had been stolen—all of it—and they went on to enumerate the inventory of silver that had been lifted.  Not to be outdone, another couple piped up and said, why, yes, their home had also been broken into while they were in the islands.  The robbers had gotten off with not only their silver, but also her mink, diamonds, and some serious artwork.  

Tom had about had it.  He shot Jo a sly wink.  “Oh, I know what you mean,” he starts.  “Just last week someone broke into our home as well.  They felt so sorry for us that they left things!  Want to come over and check out the loot—you might find some of your stuff.”

We are also tempted when we read Paul’s writing, especially in Philippians, chapter 3, by the desire to take him down a rung or two.  Paul is describing his pedigree.  The man seems to have a Titanic sized ego.  He brags about his heritage—he’s circumcised on the eighth day according to the Law, a member of the people of Israel, of the prestigious tribe of Benjamin no less, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the Law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, why he even persecuted the Church!  As to righteousness, he is blameless.  (These are his words, by the way—I’m not using hyperbole to make a point.)

But then he says, “Yet whatever gains I had, these I have come to regard as loss because of Christ.  More than that, I regard everything as loss because of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.”  He goes on to say that for Jesus’ sake he has suffered the loss of all of these things, and he regards them as rubbish, in order that he may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of his own that comes from the Law, but one that comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God based on faith.

By the way, the word rubbish has been polished up a bit for us from the Greek, which originally meant “dog dung.”  Paul considers what he has lost—his pedigree, his fine accomplishments in keeping the Law, his zealousness as a Jew among Jews—he considers all of it as dog dung.

No my friends, Paul is not bragging as it initially seems.  Rather, he is trying to show the glaring difference between the old way and the new…the glaring difference between how the religious 
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establishment has been conducting its relationship with God and humanity, and how Jesus is proposing we entreat God and treat humanity.  
And guess what?  Paul gets it and is challenging us to get it!  No more is faith about trying to be perfect in keeping the Law and having a cultural, institutional pedigree, as if God is impressed, even though one might fool most people.  Jesus came to let the world know that God is doing something new.  And, in today’s reading from the Hebrew Scriptures, the prophet Isaiah, we read:  “Do not remember the former things, or consider the things of old.  I am about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?”  
God is going to rescue God’s people and show them a new way.  That something new is about loving God with all of your heart and soul and mind and might and your neighbor as yourself.  It’s more about love and less about judgment and clinging tenaciously to the Law.   That something new is taking a look at your life and seeing where you’ve been hanging on to tired, worn out understandings of what is “right” and what is “wrong” in black and white, my way or the highway thinking.  
We are not in 1950 anymore, Dorothy and Toto.  It is no longer, “I like Ike, motherhood, America, and apple pie.”  Women no longer wear hats, gloves and high heels to church, as if clothes were a sign of their religious piety.  Men aren’t moral, upstanding Christian citizens simply because they provide their families with a pretty house with white picket fence, drive a new Buick, and show up at church on Sunday with their children, who have clean faces and proper Sunday School clothes. 
It is not about pretending to be righteous any more.  The masks are off!   Religiously and culturally we are being challenged to see that God just might be doing a new thing.  We need to catch up and get real.  It is not about how good we think we are, or how religious we are.  We will not get to heaven because we taught Sunday School for 13 years, or even because we baked brownies for the Carpenter’s Kids project.  It is not what we do to feel righteous and rack up stars on our chart in the heavenly score-keeping records.  
It is what we believe about Jesus the Christ of God that makes us new creations.  It is about having a transformed heart and mind.  And by the way, Jesus expects you to faithfully teach Sunday School and bake brownies for the Carpenter’s Kids project and give of your abundance to spread the gospel and to save the lives of the poor who are starving to death.  Good works are still very much a part of the equation, if not more so, as a proof of transforming faith in him, but good works are not our crown of glory.  We glory in Jesus.
The new thing that God is doing is about love, and not form…it is about compassion and not appearances…it is about slashing our pride and not about moral superiority, it is about sacrifice and not gluttonous living, it is about welcoming those we are prone to judge into our fellowship and breaking bread with them the same way Jesus did, it’s about justice and not tenaciously clinging to all the power.  And heaven forbid—it might be about sharing fellowship with people of faith who are different from us.  
It might mean shaking hands at the peace and hugging our gay brothers and sisters and sincerely listening to their stories of lives that are difficult, misunderstood, and persecuted.  In 
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some places of the world they are imprisoned or sentenced to death.  Maybe it will mean welcoming into our fellowship the illegal immigrants in our town.
Or say it isn’t so—it might mean hugging a tree hugger and listening to what he or she has to say about what is happening to creation.  And, Lord have mercy, it might mean Democrats and Republicans working together for the common good of all of humanity and our part of this earth, instead of simply needing to win.  
Oh dear…can we bear it?  Above all, it might mean liberals and conservatives in the Church, working together to carry Christ’s mission into a loveless, bullying, self-righteous, war-weary world.
It’s brutally painful.  There will be much sacrifice, pain, and separation if we take Paul’s teaching and Jesus’ example seriously.  There are places in the world where justice is denied certain people groups and where persecution is rampant.  
We must not lose track of the fact that:  The Episcopal Church believes that “…our real mission as a Church (is) to proclaim the Good News of Christ in our words and in our actions to a world which so desperately needs to hear it…“…(Our Church believes that we should) NOT let the issues that divide us as a church distract us from God's mission—to preach Good News to the poor, to bind up the brokenhearted, to release those in captivity, to bring sight to the blind, and to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor…”

 “Do not remember the former things, or consider the things of old.  I am about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?” the Prophet Isaiah cries out.  

Our Lenten journey of prayer, introspection, and repentance is coming to a close.   Next Sunday is Palm Sunday, and we will walk into Jerusalem with Jesus, shouting loud hosannas, and ultimately he will lead us to the Cross.  Will he find us ready for the new thing that God is doing?  Or, will Jesus find us clinging to dog dung?

� Illustrations of Irving Berlin musical, report card, and rancher adapted from “A Braggart’s Prayer” by Steven Molin, in Lectionary Homiletics, Volume XVIII, Number 12, p. 72.





� The Rt. Rev. Gene Robinson, in his letter to the Diocese of New Hampshire after the HOB Meetings of March 2007 (quoting from Isaiah 61:1-2a, and Luke 4:18-19).





