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Earlier this week I got up from my desk at home and marched out the back door to the stack of firewood we keep alongside the garage. It was broad daylight, so I glanced around to see if any neighbors might be watching. The coast was clear. I took off my glasses and picked up a sizeable chunk of firewood. 

I held that log up to my eye and then, accompanied by the spring birds, I started laughing out loud. The image Jesus uses is comical in its exaggeration, something like a camel and the eye of a needle. I tried it again.

But then I stopped laughing, and looked around again for my neighbors.  Jesus says that we should stop worrying so much about the speck in our neighbor’s eye because that means we are ignoring the log in our own. The exaggeration makes abundantly clear what we might otherwise have conveniently missed. Standing there next to the garage with that piece of wood in my hand, the smile gone from my face, I got the point: Jesus wants us to stop pretending to be something or someone we are not – someone without any shortcomings or foibles or failings of our own. 

I considered bringing that log to church today to use as an object lesson. Try it yourself, in the safety of your own backyard. There is no missing the point. 

Once again, plain talk from Jesus. He comes down from the mountain, Luke tells us, and begins to teach on a flat place in Galilee. This Lent we are reading our way through his Sermon on the Plain. It is not a particularly subtle piece of work. Jesus does not beat around the bush or make a few vague suggestions here and there. It is more like a clothesline on which Jesus hangs a string of simple, straightforward mandates: Love your enemies. Do good to those that hate you. Give to those who ask.
This is not complicated theology, and there is nothing pie-in-the-sky about it. Jesus’ feet are clearly planted on terra firma. He takes aim at the way you and I live and challenges us to live differently: Care for the poor first, he says. Forgive one another. 

And now this: Do not be a hypocrite. 
Jesus speaks directly to our human tendencies – in this case, our willingness to pretend to be someone we are not. Does that sound familiar?

The word hypocrite originates with the ancient Greeks. There is no equivalent term in the Hebrew language; the word emerges in Hellenistic culture and is picked up by Rome, from where it spreads to ancient Palestine. It is used in those days to describe actors, people performing on the stage – those who make a profession out of pretending to be someone else. That old meaning gives fresh insight into why Jesus keeps using the term. And he does use it a lot – more than anyone else in the Bible.

Nothing sets Jesus’ blood boiling more quickly than hypocrisy. He simply cannot abide people pretending to be someone they are not. In fact, every instance in the gospels where we see Jesus lose his temper involves hypocrisy. 

“You hypocrites!” he yells at the scribes when they attack the disciples for not observing some trivial tradition. 

“You hypocrites!” he yells at the Pharisees when they put him to the test again and again. 

“You hypocrite!” he yells at the leader of the synagogue who takes him to task for not observing the Sabbath.

The word becomes a kind of signal flare that Jesus is hopping mad. 

“You hypocrites!” he yells at those who give money with trumpets blaring so that everyone notices.

“You hypocrite!” he yells at the one who prays loudly for all to hear.

“You hypocrites!” he yells at those who fast and then show off their pain.

Jesus gets angriest when he finds moneychangers inside the Temple. Profaning the worship of God by making money off it is simply too much for him. He knocks over their tables and drives them out. How could they let moneymaking get mixed up in divine worship? The same might be asked of those today who preach a “prosperity gospel” – as if the purpose of Christian faith were to make people wealthy.

The ancient Hebrews may not have known the word hypocrisy, but they were well acquainted with the human tendency to say one thing and do another. The prophets called the entire nation to account for their hypocrisy. “Day after day they seek me,” God says through the prophet Isaiah. “They delight to know my ways, as if they were a nation that practiced righteousness.”   

The Israelites work hard to impress God with their religiosity. They want to curry favor with God. “Why do we fast, but you do not see?” they complain to God. “Why humble ourselves, but you do not notice?”

God’s response is unequivocal: “Look,” says the Almighty – and here we see a flash of anger coming from God – “you serve your own interest on your fast day, and oppress all your workers… Is such the fast that I choose? Will you call this a day acceptable to the Lord?” (Isaiah 58:2-3, 5)
The answer clearly is no. 
In the middle years of the last century, Reinhold Niebuhr similarly challenged what he called America’s “spiritual pride” as a people. He warned against a growing “messianic consciousness” in the nation, as if we could do no wrong. 

Niebuhr’s words sound uncannily apt today: “We are almost in greater peril from the foes within,” he wrote in 1953, “than from the foe without.” Earlier, in 1932, in the midst of the Great Depression, Niebuhr had said, “Perhaps the most significant moral characteristic of a nation is its hypocrisy.” (Cited in Context, January 2009, p. 5-6)

God has no patience for hypocrites. On this the biblical witness is consistent: In fact, it appears that hypocrisy is among the most offensive sins we can commit. 

Jewish philosopher Hannah Arendt wrote in the years after the Holocaust,
“The hypocrite's crime is that he bears false witness against himself…  Crime and the criminal… confront us with the perplexity of radical evil; but only the hypocrite is really rotten to the core.”  
(Hannah Arendt, On Revolution, 1963)  

Strong words, like those in scripture.
Most of us, of course, want to think that someone else is the hypocrite. Most of us hear Jesus making all that noise about hypocrisy and assume he is yelling at our neighbor – or maybe at our enemy – but not at us. That is when we need to pick up that log and take a good, long look at it. 

Hypocrisy is a disease of the heart, and none of us is immune to it. The Hebrew poet understands this: “You desire truth in the inward being;” the psalmist writes. “Therefore teach me wisdom in my secret heart.” (Psalm 51:7)
For the ancient Hebrews, the heart is where the soul resides. If our interior balance is off – that is, if our spiritual life is not healthy – then our lives will reflect no light from within, and there will be a darkness. The way to get over hypocrisy, the way to being light, is to go to work on what happens inside us: “Create in me a clean heart, O God,” the poet says, “and put a new and right spirit within me.” 
(Psalm 51:10)

Hypocrisy is an interior dishonesty hidden from view most of the time – and therefore we can ignore it when it stirs within. Preachers are uniquely exposed to the danger of saying one thing and doing another; we talk all the time about how to live, but we rarely measure up to our own standards.  

After last week’s sermon on forgiveness someone asked me how to forgive a person that had been abusive. The question stymied me at first; I find forgiveness as difficult to do as the next person, no matter how clearly I talk about it from the pulpit. It would be hypocritical of me to suggest otherwise. In fact, over the years I have found that the most compelling quality of a preacher is not eloquence or erudition, not even good stories – but authenticity. 

Authenticity. The same is true for each one of us. People want us to be the same on the inside and the outside.

In Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland, Alice meets the Duchess, who shows one face at home but quite another out in public, especially when the Queen of Hearts is near.  The Duchess offers Alice some advice: 

“Be what you would seem to be,” the Duchess says, “or, if you'd like it put more simply: never imagine yourself not to be otherwise than what it might appear to others that what you were or might have been was not otherwise than what you had been would have appeared to them to be otherwise.” (Chapter 9)
That is the sound of a hypocrite, trying to convince herself that no one notices.

The most common complaint against the church, and against individual Christians, is that we say one thing and do another. If we are honest with ourselves, the critique is justified. Who among us can report that we have acted according to the way of Jesus in all our doings? No one. Who among us can say that our church lives up to the high ideals asked of it by the one we follow? No one. Who among us can attest to being righteous all the time? No one.

Jesus agrees with those who are suspicious of “the religious.” Of all the people who should recognize the danger of saying one thing and doing another, it is those who follow Jesus; in his view, hypocrites are those who most disappoint God.

The opposite of hypocrisy, the antithesis of hypocrisy, is integrity. Here is Hannah Arendt again: 

“What makes it so plausible to assume that hypocrisy is the vice of vices is that integrity can indeed exist under the cover of all other vices except this one.” 

One cannot be a hypocrite and live with integrity at the same time. To have integrity is to be the same person today that you are tomorrow, and that you were yesterday. Not a perfect person, but merely the same person. A hypocrite says one thing on Sunday and does the opposite on Monday. To have integrity means to be the same person in private that you are in public. A hypocrite hides a secret self.

Every one of us wrestles with hypocrisy – and not only of the religious kind. All relationships in life – in our marriages or families or at work or with our friends – all relationships in life rise or fall on whether the people who inhabit them have integrity with one another.

None of us sets out to become a hypocrite; it happens slowly, over time, as the shortcomings and mistakes and realized temptations of our lives accumulate and we have to put them somewhere. If we are not careful, they end up in our heart, and there they lodge, causing us to lose balance, and corrupting us inside.

That is when we start to see everything that is wrong with our neighbor, because it is too hard to look at ourselves.  Among the greatest spiritual struggles in life is that against hypocrisy.

Jesus says that the way out of hypocrisy starts with an honest look inside ourselves. The sooner we own up to our own humble humanity, the better. 

Pick up that big chunk of wood and hold it up to your eye. There is a lot of work to do, and Jesus wants us to get started.

But we do not have to do it on our own.

Thanks be to God.







Amen.

Charge:
Go forth into the world in peace;

Be of good courage;

Hold fast to that which is good;

Render to no person evil for evil.

Strengthen the faint-hearted;

Support the weak;

Heal the afflicted.

Honor all people,

Love and serve the Lord,

Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.
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