“Open the Doors and See the (REAL) People”

          19 Sept 2010
Luke 16: 1-13






Pastor Mark Nieting

Grace, mercy and peace from God the Father and our Savior Jesus Christ. Amen

Every church member knows that once Labor Day arrives, summer is officially over. Because of our construction, this summer has been far busier than normal. I think you’ll agree that we’ll be OVERJOYED when we finally finish the job. It’s been almost an entire YEAR since we started construction. Having the Laborers for Christ here with us has been a marvelous experience; and working together with each other, whether it’s hanging sheetrock, laying tile, painting walls or the endless tasks of dusting and sweeping has been very rewarding. A “do-it-yourself” building project is a fantastic exercise in community building.
I was amazed at how “full” the building seemed last Sunday morning; so much so that somebody quipped to me that we already need a bigger nathex! I love it, because for me, church is about GOD and GOD is about HIS PEOPLE.

Remember the little kid’s finger game where we lock our hands (like so) and say, “Here is the church, here is the steeple, open the doors and see all the people?” Let’s do it together: (Do it…and recite the verse).  If you did it right, how many people were “in the church?” The correct answer is 6. In the game they are only fingers, but if you look this morning, you are surrounded by PEOPLE. Just to prove this to ourselves, turn to the person next to you and ask them this: “Are you a real person?” (Do it now). That was easy, wasn’t it? Let’s go one step farther. Turn back and ask THIS question: “Are you a PERFECT person?” 
We will, when our service is over, hold a special meeting for all those of you who answered that you ARE perfect…..notice I said PERFECT, not forgiven! We’ll hold that meeting inside a coffee cup on top of Martha’s desk; because there ARE NO PERFECT PEOPLE HERE. Forgiven people, yes, all of us! Perfect people, not a one! I don’t think that’s news to any of us who are here….but it may come as news to a lot of people who AREN’T in worship this morning. 
What do you think are some of the biggest reasons people give for not being in worship on Sundays? “I’m too busy,” .that’s a common one. Another one I hear is this, “All the church wants is my money.” Or, “The church isn’t relevant to my life,”….I hear that quite often. Finally, have you heard this one, “The church is full of hypocrites!” The word in Greek means “stage player,” or an “actor.”  According to a book called “UNChristian” by the Barna organization, a highly respected national polling organization, 85% of non-church attending teens and young adults say this is their #1 reason for not going to church: Christians are too hypocritical. It means that in their opinion we Christians don’t practice what we preach, we simply “Act Christian” on Sundays.
Let’s stop this train for a minute. How many of you got up this morning, put on your Sunday best, and came here so you could PRETEND to be righteous and holy, and crazier still, you are actually willing to PAY good money to do that? 
I don’t buy that for a minute. If we’re going to be brutally honest about it, I don’t think very many Christians are seriously trying to fool people around them. We KNOW we’re not perfect. God’s Law and our failure to live up to it are crystal clear.  We KNOW that far too often there are big gaps between what we KNOW we should be doing as Christians and the way we actually LIVE. It may be true that when OUTSIDERS need an excuse for not going to church they can play the “hypocrisy card,” but for those of us inside the church, WE are much more likely to see ourselves in the light of our human FAILINGS. 
Three minutes ago someone asked you if you were perfect and it wasn’t hard to answer honestly that you weren’t. In fact, I believe that many of us Christians COME to church and STAY in church BECAUSE we want to follow Jesus faithfully. We want to live lives more like Jesus. We want to be better people. Being in church puts us in the company of other sinners who are in need of forgiveness and who are trying to narrow the gap between our preaching and our practicing of the faith! (OK, I know that every congregation has its share of “interesting personality types,” a few wing-nuts, and maybe ever a few real hypocrites, but for the most part, the descriptions I’ve given are accurate.)
Today’s Gospel text (Luke 16:1-13) is the parable of the dishonest manager. Jesus describes this guy as a genuine crook. He’s not a hypocrite, because he’s not even PRETENDING to be a decent manager. He’s so bad at his job he doesn’t even know how much the debtors owed. It’s obvious he deserves to be fired. He’s only out for himself. So, when the master is finally fed up with him, the guy is so shrewd about getting ready to be fired that Jesus can’t help being impressed with how clever he is. Imagine the boss talking with his friends over lunch, “That guy cost me a bundle…..but he’s sure got chutzpah! I only wish he’d put his energy into managing MY money!” 
We might admire his cleverness too, but we don’t want his kind on our board of finance, do we? The lesson Jesus teaches here is clear and it cuts two different ways: “If you are going to be dishonest in the little things, you’re also going to be dishonest in the big things. But if you can be trusted in the ways you deal with the little things, you will also be entrusted with the bigger things.” 

Jesus lays out the bottom line in verse 13 when He says: “No slave can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other or he will be devoted to the one an despise the other……and……here it is……the punch line of all punchlines..…..you cannot serve both God and Money.”  In the NIV Bible I use on my desk, there are two words capitalized here; the first is God and the second is Money. Jesus is clearly making this a 1st commandment issue: choose your God…..choose wisely……choose well……choose for the long term!

Jesus is talking about commitment. He’s talking about priorities. We cannot maintain a dual focus on short-term profits and long-term security. We might be able to juggle the two for a while, but ultimately and eventually the time will come when we have to pick one or the other, and give it our undivided attention.

Today’s Scripture challenges us to resist this temptation, to focus on a higher calling, and to be willing to sacrifice some of our earthly profits in order to gain heavenly wealth. The passage is a call for us to practice Christian stewardship, and make sacrificial gifts in support of God’s work in the world. When we do this, we are following the example of the steward in the parable, a person who shrewdly trades short-term profits for long-term security. 

The parable is also an invitation to community. As surprising as this sounds, take note of what the manager discovers soon after he loses his job: He needs friends. He realizes that his money can’t save him, and so he uses the last days of his wealth to create a community of support that would support him after his job was gone. This is an odd way to build friendships, and a stranger way to plan one’s retirement,  but strangely enough…..and commentators have struggled to understand it ever since Luke recorded it, this manager’s actions earned a small measure of approval from Jesus.

One of the great realities about the way God created us is that we are designed to be in community. We’re social beings and we will continue to be so into eternity. That’s one of the great benefits of gathering together each Sunday. It is GOOD for our souls to be among other people who are our fellow believers. It’s like a grill full of burning charcoals: each one helps keep the others glowing. That’s what you do for me and I hope what we all do for each other! 
It’s also good for us to be among people who have accepted responsibilities in the church……big ones AND little ones, public ones and private ones, ones that receive the weekly notice of others and those that might seem thankless. It’s good for us to see discipleship in action and be a part of it.
It’s good for us to be among people who are willing to hold us accountable to the standards of the faith, because the world isn’t going to do that for us and it’s much harder to do it on our own. (This reminds me of the story of the woman who was going to church on Sunday. Just before she left her neighbor called and asked if he could borrow their lawn mower while they were in church. “The nerve!” she said, “cutting grass on Sunday mornings! Tell them it’s broken!”) It’s so easy to be judgmental of others, especially when we’re alone.

It’s good for our souls to be among people who are living out their faith on a day to day basis; people who have the same struggles we do and are dealing with them at the foot of the cross. It’s good to know that we might be the answer to someone else’s prayer……and they might be the answer to ours. 
It’s good for us to be among people who realize their sins and rejoice in the news of their Savior…..which is why it is good to be here this morning!
