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            “If you want enduring peace in your life, get rid of your possessions and focus only on the priorities of faith.”  “To be true to our Judeo-Christian heritage, you must tell your Senators to vote for the confirmation of Judge Samuel Alito as an associate justice on the United States Supreme Court.”  “Give ten percent of all your income to the church and God will enable you to replace that money plus move you toward financial affluence.”  “Faithfulness to the Prince of Peace requires fidelity in working for peace—personally, nationally, and internationally.”  “If you confess your sins, God will forgive you.”  “To be saved from all that threatens you and to be found amid all the ways in which you are lost, follow the man from Nazareth named Jesus and embrace him as the Christ.”
  I can sense your discomfort with these stark declarations (all of which I have heard personally in one form or another) and I can almost hear the protests that you want to shout in response to them.  “Who says?” you want to ask with a bit of defiance in the tone of your voice.  “What gives you the right to talk to me in this manner?  Who made you God?”  I understand.  I understand that reaction—both its words and accompanying emotions.  I have experienced the same in my own life.
The issue of authority well may be the most important issue in contemporary religion generally and in present day Christianity specifically.  Scores of people point to the Hebrew text that we read this morning as they claim to stand in the tradition of the prophets to whom God said, “I will put my words in the mouth of the prophet, who will speak . . . everything that I command.”  Such people make little to no distinction between their words and the word of God.  Subsequently, in God’s name, people seek to dictate for whom voters must vote, who is good and who is evil as a result of their sexuality, who can go to heaven and who is condemned to hell, how one should treat differences of opinion, and what everyone must do to save the world.  Powerful, often charismatic, individuals, speaking in God’s name, demand that people sell their jewelry and give the proceeds of the sales to the building fund of a church, drink poisoned cool-aid to achieve transformation into another world, reject any axiom of science that seems to conflict with true belief, and purchase a full complement of their videos, books, and recordings so as to be more enlightened.
To whom should we listen? In what voice is there an echo of the divine voice? Dealing responsibly with the issue of authority is crucial to the integrity of our faith!
Watch out for the lure of self-righteousness as we ponder the gospel text for today.  Indeed, what makes us think for one minute that, were we not beneficiaries of over two thousand years of perspective, experiences and insights related to Jesus, we would not have heard his words and observed his actions with deep-seated suspicions about him and nagging questions about his authority?  Speaking personally, I am confident that I would have been a part of that crowd of people that asked Jesus, “By what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you this authority?” (Matthew 21:23)  Why should we obey his call to discipleship?  Why should we embody his teachings?
In relation to Jesus, our questions regarding authority are accompanied by answers—answers that provide us with insights and criteria for judgment that are helpful in recognizing his authority and evaluating the authority of other people.  For example, we know that real authority does not reside in tradition.  Jesus did not seek to prove his authority by backing up his words with quotations from ancient rabbis and their texts.  A careful look at the Greek text of the gospel passage for today is telling.  The very word for the authority attributed to Jesus is the term exousia—ex meaning “out of” and ousia a form of the verb “to be” meaning out of “his own being.”  The authority of Jesus resided in the identity of Jesus; it was apart of his person  Similarly, then, authority does not derive from holding a certain position in an institution.  To be sure, power may reside there and an ability to hire and terminate people or execute contracts, but not authority.
Today even as in days of old, human attempts to create or impose authority clash in conflict with divine endowments of authority.  Crucial in any differentiation between these two types of authority are answers to questions about the purpose and the means by which authority is exercised as well as about consistency between the nature of a given authority and the identity and activities of God as revealed in the scriptures.  Authority exists only in relation to truth and finds expression in actions such as caring for creation, respecting other persons, doing the greatest good for the greatest number of people, demonstrating love, practicing mercy, and nurturing unity.  To state the matter more negatively, authority given by God has nothing to do, personally, with self-advancement, selfishness, and amassing power, or, institutionally, with building institutions solely for the good of the institutions.    
Authority is an important spiritual gift from which all of us can and should benefit.  Whatever problems we may have with authority must not be allowed to diminish in any way awareness of our need for authority.    
If the error (or call it “sin” if you will) of conservatives and fundamentalists is a near idolatry of authority that gives pre-eminence to law, the error (or sin) of liberals and progressives is a too easy dismissal of authority or a complete disrespect for authority that leaves personal opinions in charge of setting all standards.  Christianity is not whatever we want it to be!  The Bible does not teach only what we think it should teach.  Christianity and its scriptures are endowed with an authority which we cannot remove, an authority by which we are judged more than an authority judged by us.
Several years ago my friend Ernest Campbell preached a terrific sermon called “Who Speaks for Par?”  He and a duffer friend had been trying to play golf—the emphasis falling on trying.  While some people make up for a bad first shot on the first hole by taking what is called a “mulligan”—a second shot with no penalty—Ernie confessed that he and his friend took mulligans on the first nine holes.  Once, they made it to a green, though, something even more interesting happened.  Non-golfers should know that a “gimme” is a term used to describe what happens when a player’s ball is lying so close to a hole—literally inches away—that all assume the player easily can knock the ball into the hole and they say to the player, “That’s a gimme.”  The player picks up the ball, rather than hits it, and counts one stroke.  Well, Campbell confessed that often with his friend’s ball lying 14 feet from the hole and his ball lying 16 feet from the hole, he would back away from both, take a long studious look, and say to his friend, “I believe that’s a gimme.”  His friend would reciprocate the judgment after which both would pick up the balls and walk away from the hole—never risking an attempt to find out whether or not either of them could have knocked the ball in the hole in even two or three strokes rather than one.  Campbell, then, interrupted laughter prompted by that rather humorous image with a serious question, “But, who speaks for par?”  His point was that if everything is a “gimme,” how is there any sense of regulation? What is the norm?  How does one preserve the integrity and authority of the golf course?  Who speaks for par?
You see, no doubt, the broader applications of that question.  By what authority do we give each other a pass related to dealing seriously with faith?  Faith is endowed with a substance and an authority that we cannot alter.  We simply cannot say to each other, “I’ll give you your beliefs and you give me mine.  I’ll give you your sins if you’ll give me mine.”  By what authority do we erode the authority of scripture when we conclude on the basis of personal hunch rather than careful study, “Oh, the Bible really doesn’t mean what it says in this instance and others?”  Not just any kind of institution can claim identity as a church.  Not just any set of convictions qualify as Christian beliefs.  There are no “gimmes” in this realm. There is well-established authority to be respected.
My great appreciation for Protestantism’s emphasis on freedom is tempered by people personalizing what I consider a historic error in Protestantism—that is, confusing God-given freedom with self-chosen individuality.  The Free Church tradition’s reaction to abuses of authority too often has left people with an assumption that religious authority is a matter of individual choice—“authority is whatever I think it is.”  Why, at times, even the profound concepts of “soul liberty” and “the priesthood of every believer” have been used to suggest that every person can interpret the Bible on his or her own and that this interpretation will be as accurate as any other.  No!  No!  Who speaks for par?  What about the authority of scripture?  One interpretation is not as good as another.  Personal hunches about the meaning of the Bible are not even in the same universe as conclusions born of careful, tedious exegetical studies of the Bible.    
What I know now without question is what I long ago suspected without confirmation.  Not everything that passes as religion is religious.  Not all who speak the language of religion practice religion.  Some people who never use the language of faith in public are profoundly faithful people.  Not everyone who speaks about God, speaks for God just like not everyone who claims to speak for God, speaks about the God revealed in the person of Jesus.  Some people are endowed with authentic spiritual authority who may never even use the vocabulary of religion or openly claim identification as a Christian.
My attentiveness to the two biblical texts for today came from following the lectionary.  Frankly, I was reticent to deal with them and the subject that they addressed.  In my experience, many sermons focused on the subject of authority have come from insecure or threatened ministers seeking more power than authority but wishing to sound biblical not personal in their strategy to secure what they wanted.  But the subject is too important to ignore. As you continue to think about this matter, keep in mind that often the greatest authority is accompanied by a profound humility, as in the case of Jesus.
Yes, I believe God still speaks through some people.  I readily bow before the authority I find in Christ.  What we think about all of this matters greatly, but I know the ease with which we can confuse the impulses of our wills with the summons of God.  So, I commend ongoing evaluations of authority and its sources because, at the end of the day, we better know the difference between self-declared authorities and people who speak with an authority derived from the ultimate authority that resides at the center of the universe in the heart of God.
Neither you nor I can define or determine that authority.  But ours is the responsibility of discerning it and living by it amid the vast cacophony of competing claims of authority that fill our days.  And, I would suggest as a general principle to keep in mind that the closer we come to the authority by which Jesus ministered and taught, the closer we will find ourselves to words and actions that heal rather than hurt, restore rather than tear down, exhibit humility not arrogance, seek life not death, and convey love not hatred.  Divine authority always, always, will reflect the wisdom and compassion of God as seen most clearly in the ministry of Jesus.
Each of us will do well to examine ourselves and answer the crucial question regarding authority: What is the source of the authority to which we give ultimate attention in the living of our days?  
Amen.
 
 
 
PASTORAL PRAYER
O God, we barely can hear your voice over the roar of other voices and feel your peace amid the frenzy in which we live.  But it sounds like you have said to us – “Silence!  Be still!”  Maybe the words are not very audible or it could be that we just do not want to hear them and feel responsible for bringing sanity and focus into our lives.
We have decisions to make – how to get our work done without so compromising our lives that wonder why we are working; how to attain security without forfeiting liberty; how to give priority to our faith without forfeiting our involvement in other realms.  Nations have decisions to make that will impact all of our lives for generations – how Palestinians and Israelis can seek peace amid hatred and how our government can help without alienating the Arab world; how the warring factions in Sri Lanka can sit down together in Geneva this week and, despite continuing reasons for conflict, claim a moment for peace-making that may not present itself again in the near future; how we can tax ourselves equitably and still care for people among us in desperate need.
As individuals and as nations, we have arrived at moments of decision that require retreat from clamor, stilling the wildness within us, and hearing guidance from a voice from beyond us.  That is your voice awaiting attention.  Help us recover silence, God, and know stillness that we may be re-created for decision-making and for courageous actions that advance your will.  Amen.
 
