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 Today's reading from Matthew is probably a comfortable reading for many of us.  

Jesus is blasting away at the Pharisees as he often does about their hypocritical 

leadership.  Even at the end of the passage, Jesus talks about how anyone who wishes to 

be great should become a servant - clearly a dig at the Pharisees.  This text is a great 

comfort to us, because obviously, Jesus is not talking about us.  I mean, what do you 

think?  Where did you find yourself in the story?  Hands up if you related to the 

Pharisees?  Or to Jesus?  Or to the disciples?  Or the unnamed crowd?  Or were you 

perhaps an unnamed person who was just walking past ignoring the whole scene. 

[who did you relate to in the story?] 

So the story is comforting because we believe the sharpness of the story does not apply to 

us.  But in this case, we can turn up the heat by using a different translation.  Here’s the 

text from Matthew again, this time from the paraphrase known as “The Message”.  

Actually, even the heading (not part of the original text) is provocative.  The heading for 

the section is “Religious Fashion Shows”.  Here we go: 

 Religious Fashion Shows 

 Now Jesus turned to address his disciples, along with the crowd that had gathered 

with them.  “The religion scholars and Pharisees are competent teachers in God’s Law.  

You won’t go wrong in following their teachings on Moses.  But be careful about 

following them.  They talk a good line, but they don’t live it.  They don’t take it into their 

hearts and live it out in their behaviour. It’s all spit-and-polish veneer. 

 “Instead of giving you God’s Law as food and drink by which you can banquet on 

God, they package it in bundles of rules, loading you down like pack animals.  They 
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seem to take pleasure in watching you stagger under these loads, and wouldn’t think of 

lifting a finger to help.  Their lives are perpetual fashion shows, embroidered prayer 

shawls one day and flowery prayers the next.  They love to sit at the head table at church 

dinners, basking in the most prominent positions, preening in the radiance of public 

flattery, receiving honorary degrees, and getting called ‘Doctor’ and ‘Reverend.’ 

 “Don’t let people do that to you, put you on a pedestal like that.  You all have a 

single Teacher, and you are all classmates.  Don’t set people up as experts over your life, 

letting them tell you what to do.  Save that authority for God; let God tell you what to do.  

No one else should carry the title of ‘Father’; you have only one Father - who is in 

heaven.  And don’t let people maneuver you into taking charge of them.  There is only 

one Life-Leader for you and them - Christ. 

 “Do you want to stand out?  Then step down.  Be a servant.  If you puff yourself 

up, you’ll get the wind knocked out of you.  But if you’re content to simply be yourself, 

your life will count for plenty. 

 So how does that feel now?  Do we still feel like the text doesn’t apply to us?  Is 

anyone squirming yet?  Besides, I think Eugene Peterson, the author of “The Message” 

was being gentle.  Because even in the first translation of the story, Jesus is critical of the 

crowd.  The Pharisees are criticized for revelling in the adoration of the people, but that 

can only happen if the people are adoring the Pharisees in the first place.  So a closer 

reading of the text suggests that Jesus is condemning both the Pharisees and the people 

who follow along like sheep, unwilling to think for themselves, unwilling to realize that 

they have not only the power, but in fact the responsibility to think for themselves.  Or to 

be even more radical - to realize that the people themselves must be part of the creation 

of communal truth, if the truth is to be found at all. 

 And Jesus summarizes the whole situation by saying that the greatest people are 

in fact the servants of the people.  Not the powerful or the people who seek the favours of 

the powerful.  The greatest are servants. 

 As we just saw, the way that we tell stories has a strong effect on how we 

understand our own history.   And the way that we frame our understanding of history can 

make a big difference.  That is certainly true of our recent media coverage of important 
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events.  It’s equally true about our biblical stories. 

 Take for example our Old Testament reading today from the book of Joshua - 

taken from our lectionary.  I must confess that I find it a bit difficult to relate to this story.  

On the one hand, God is responding to the cries of the Hebrew people who left Egypt, 

and in the story, God intends to re-settle those people in a better place - a land of milk and 

honey.  On the other hand, this “better place” that God has in mind is already populated 

with people.  So the text in Joshua describes a God who favours one group of people and 

helps them to slaughter other groups of people.  Catholic theologian Jim Douglass asks, 

“Does God free one people by enabling them to conquer another?  Is the whole story of 

the exodus and resettlement of the Hebrew people a mythic celebration of an unending 

cycle in which every oppressed people is eventually blessed by God with a promised land 

at the expense of new victims?”  Good questions.  And - is that really what justice looks 

like?  What sense would it make for God to ease the pain of victims and in the process 

create a whole new group of victims? 

 From the Hebrew perspective - the story of the exodus from Egypt into Canaan 

reads like a story of liberation and salvation.  But imagine the same story from a 

Canaanite perspective?  It becomes a story of genocide, murder, and theft.  The Canaanite 

version of the story is quite disturbing.  It would resemble the story that Aboriginal 

Canadians would write about the conquest of Canada by Europeans.  And that is a story 

for which we are apologetic.  We should feel disturbed by the story in Josua. 

 Of course, we should not be too critical of the text itself.  It was written long ago 

when all societies were extremely tribal.  The text pre-supposes a tribal understanding of 

humanity, including the understanding that some people are part of the “good group” and 

some are part of the “bad group”.  And of course, by definition we are the good ones and 

our enemies are the bad ones.  From the point of view of the author of Joshua, the 

Israelites were the “good” people, and the others were ..... not the good people ... or 

perhaps not really considered as people at all. 

 The reason we find it hard to read this text today is that the displaced people in 

the story - the Canaanites, Hittites, Hivites, Perizzites, Girgashites, Amorites, and 

Jebusites - are all children of God too.  By today’s standards, in this story the Israelites 
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are in fact terrorists, who use their religion to justify committing murder, genocide, and 

theft.  This is truly a disturbing image. 

 As in all historical stories, the Exodus story makes it clear who the author 

considers the good people and the bad people to be, even though - if we think about it - 

we know that all people are children of God.  That effect still exists in our media today. 

 I’m sure we all remember the bombing and shooting that happened in Norway in 

July of 2011, killing 78 people.  That was a certainly a tragedy.  But I was fascinated by 

how our media decided to cover the event.  Within hours of the bombing and shooting, 

the media voiced their suspicion that the tragedy was the work of Muslim terrorists.  Very 

quickly, however it became known that the entire tragedy was enacted by a single person, 

Anders Behring Breivik.  And Breivik hated Muslims.  In fact, his violent action that day 

was his reaction to Norway’s support for Muslims.  I was intrigued that once the media 

knew that the attacker was a pro-Israel Christian, all of a sudden he was no longer called 

a “terrorist”.  He was now called a “madman”, or a “right-wing extremist”.  But he was 

not called a “terrorist" even though his actions were clearly acts of terrorism.  Our media 

- it seems - only ever applies the label “terrorist” to Muslims. 

 Which is odd.  A report by the FBI of terrorist activities within the United States 

between 1980 and 2005 reveals that of the terrorist acts during that time, only 6% were 

caused by Muslims.  The largest number of terrorist attacks were by Latinos.  In fact, 

there were more terrorist attacks carried out on US soil during that time period by Jewish 

extremists than there were by Islamic extremists.  And yet our media is constantly 

pushing a direct link between terrorism and Islam, and pushing hatred of Muslims. 

 And with the shooting on Parliament Hill in Ottawa on October 22 2014, our 

media again tried to promote in our minds a connection - with no evidence - between 

Muslims and terrorism.  Perhaps Michael Zehaf-Bibeau was a Muslim, but good Muslims 

generally do not steal, spend time in jail, do drugs, and get barred from their home 

Mosques.  We may as well blame all 32 year old males for what was a true tragedy that 

day.  On top of that, our leaders are claiming that the shooting was an act of terrorism in 

order to promote their own agendas by preaching fear.  Now that that story is 3 years old, 

the truth has emerged over time.  And the truth of that story seems to have two pieces.  

Now serving … truth November 5, 2017 Page !  of !4 5



Zehaf-Bibeau was responding to the deployment of Canadian military forces in foreign 

countries, which explains the location he chose for the shootings.  But the big driver 

behind the whole story was that Zehaf-Bibeau suffered from serious mental health issues.  

The essential truth in the story is that we - in Canada - continue to not address mental 

health issues adequately. 

 Are these stories related?  I think so.  Because in all of these stories, the authors 

have tried to frame the stories for us in ways we might disagree with.  Jesus reminds us 

that we need to be suspicious of people who try to frame reality for us.  Yes, we can learn 

a lot from people in authority, and we should listen to them, but in the end, we also need 

to think for ourselves.  Our gospel ended with, “Do you want to stand out?  Then step 

down.  Be a servant.  If you puff yourself up, you’ll get the wind knocked out of you.  

But if you’re content to simply be yourself, your life will count for plenty. 

 Jesus calls us to simply be ourselves.  To live authentic lives.  To live our own 

authentic lives.  And to follow the truth as we know it.  We are called in fact to serve the 

truth.  But what does that mean?  I’m going to go out on a limb here and suggest that 

none of us here are media moguls.  That none of us here are even in a position to frame 

truth for others in ways that can impact a lot of people.  That none of us here have the 

power to engage with the “post truth” movement.  But who cares?  Truth is not 

determined by how many people we influence. 

 Serving truth means that we are honest with each other - right here in this 

community.  Serving truth means that we are honest with ourselves.  Serving truth means 

that we value truth even when it doesn’t benefit us directly.  Serving truth means sharing 

truths - even when those truths are difficult to share.  Serving truth means we are honest 

and authentic with each other.  Serving truth - amongst ourselves - is what makes us a 

church. 

 Be yourself.  And your life will count for plenty. 

Amen.
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