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RCL

Isaiah 1:1, 10-20
Psalm 50:1-8, 23-24
Luke 12:32-40

Grant to us, Lord, we pray, the spirit to think and do 

always those things that are right, that we, who cannot 

exist without you, may by you be enabled to live ac-

cording  to  your  will;  through  Jesus  Christ  our  Lord, 

who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one 

God, for ever and ever. Amen.
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Psalm 50:1-8, 23-24 Page 654, BCP

Deus deorum

The LORD, the God of gods, has spoken; 
he has called the earth from the rising of the sun to its setting.

Out of Zion, perfect in its beauty, 
God reveals himself in glory.

Our God will come and will not keep silence; 
before him there is a consuming flame,
and round about him a raging storm.

He calls the heavens and the earth from above 
to witness the judgment of his people.

“Gather before me my loyal followers, 
those who have made a covenant with me
and sealed it with sacrifice.”

Let the heavens declare the rightness of his cause; 
for God himself is judge.

Hear, O my people, and I will speak:
“O Israel, I will bear witness against you; 
for I am God, your God.

I do not accuse you because of your sacrifices; 
your offerings are always before me.

Consider this well, you who forget God, 
lest I rend you and there be none to deliver you.

Whoever offers me the sacrifice of thanksgiving honors me; 
but to those who keep in my way will I show the salvation of God.”
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Isaiah 1:1, 10-20

The vision of Isaiah son of Amoz, which he saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem 

in the days of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah, kings of Judah.

Hear the word of the LORD,
you rulers of Sodom!

Listen to the teaching of our God,
you people of Gomorrah!

What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices?
says the LORD;

I have had enough of burnt offerings of rams
and the fat of fed beasts;

I do not delight in the blood of bulls,
or of lambs, or of goats.

When you come to appear before me,
who asked this from your hand?
Trample my courts no more;

bringing offerings is futile;
incense is an abomination to me.

New moon and sabbath and calling of convocation –
I cannot endure solemn assemblies with iniquity.

Your new moons and your appointed festivals
my soul hates;

they have become a burden to me,
I am weary of bearing them.

When you stretch out your hands,
I will hide my eyes from you;

even though you make many prayers,
I will not listen;
your hands are full of blood.

Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean;
remove the evil of your doings
from before my eyes;
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cease to do evil,
learn to do good;

seek justice,
rescue the oppressed,

defend the orphan,
plead for the widow.

Come now, let us argue it out,
says the LORD:

though your sins are like scarlet,
they shall be like snow;

though they are red like crimson,
they shall become like wool.

If you are willing and obedient,
you shall eat the good of the land;

but if you refuse and rebel,
you shall be devoured by the sword;
for the mouth of the LORD has spoken.
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Luke 12:32-40

Jesus said to his disciples, “Do not be afraid, little 

flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you 

the kingdom. Sell your possessions, and give alms. 

Make purses for yourselves that do not wear out, an un-

failing treasure in heaven, where no thief comes near 

and no moth destroys. For where your treasure is, there 

your heart will be also.

“Be dressed for action and have your lamps lit; be like 

those who are waiting for their master to return from 

the wedding banquet, so that they may open the door 

for him as soon as he comes and knocks. Blessed are 

those slaves whom the master finds alert when he 

comes; truly I tell you, he will fasten his belt and have 

them sit down to eat, and he will come and serve them. 

If he comes during the middle of the night, or near 
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dawn, and finds them so, blessed are those slaves.

“But know this: if the owner of the house had known 

at what hour the thief was coming, he would not have 

let his house be broken into. You also must be ready, for 

the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected hour.”
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SERMON

I’ll bet that every guy in here, when he was young, 

had a club. Ours was called the White Stars. I further 

bet that you built or had a special place. Ours was a tree 

house. We went to a lot of trouble to bang nails into an 

otherwise unoffending tulip poplar to hold up scraps of 

wood for our tree house. After all that work, we had our 

club, and we had our tree house. Nobody could come 

up unless we let them, and we had a mind not to let 

them. We stocked up dirt clods to defend against any at-

tackers but we quickly discovered that since there was 

nothing in our tree house, and we didn’t do anything in-

teresting or valuable to the other kids, nobody bothered 

to attack us. We were irrelevant. After a time, we also 

noticed that the other kids were having fun while we 

were pretty much up a tree.

Having a purpose, a reason to exist, is important. If 
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the Lyons Club are the people who provide eyeglasses 

for the needy and the Scouts are the people who teach 

young people  how to  be  self-reliant,  how do we de-

scribe Christians? Christians are the people who...what? 

If you knew nothing about Christians except what you 

see in the media, how would you answer that question? 

Christians are the people who are all cranked up about 

same-sex marriage? Christians are the people who are 

picking fights with biologists over evolution? Christians 

are the people who want to control your mind into nar-

row orthodoxy? We get lousy press, church!

However  much  some folks  like  to  cry  and  moan 

about prayer being taken out of schools and other per-

ceived slights to our faith we’re not really under attack 

by the secular culture. The horrible truth is that we have 

become irrelevant to the secular culture. They’re having 

fun. We’re up a tree. What do Christians do? One bleak 
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answer was in the story I  shared with you six weeks 

ago, from Darrell W. Robinson’s book, “People Sharing 

Jesus”. It went like this:

“Now it came to pass that a group existed who called 

themselves fishermen. And lo, there were many fish in 

the waters all around. In fact, the whole area was sur-

rounded by streams and lakes filled with fish. And the 

fish were hungry.

Week after week, month after month, and year after 

year, these who called themselves fishermen met in 

meetings and talked about their call to fish, the abun-

dance of fish, and how they might go about fishing. 

Year after year they carefully defined what fishing 

means, defended fishing as an occupation, and declared 

that fishing is always to be a primary task of fishermen.

Continually, they searched for new and better methods 

of fishing and for new and better definitions of fishing. 
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Further they said, “The fishing industry exists by fish-

ing as fire exists by burning.” They loved slogans such 

as “Fishing is the task of every fisherman.” They spon-

sored special meetings called “Fishermen’s Campaigns” 

and “The Month for Fishermen to Fish.” They spon-

sored costly nationwide and world-wide congresses to 

discuss fishing and to promote fishing and hear about 

all the ways of fishing such as the new fishing equip-

ment, fish calls, and whether any new bait had been dis-

covered.

These fishermen built large, beautiful buildings called 

“Fishing Headquarters.” The plea was that everyone 

should be a fisherman and every fisherman should fish. 

One thing they didn’t do, however: They didn’t fish.”1

I am scared silly, church, that this story describes the 

contemporary church more accurately than we would 

1 Darrell W. Robinson, People Sharing Jesus, Thomas Nelson Publishing, 1995, pp21-22
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like. We spend a lot of time talking about fishing. Why 

do we not fish? To be a good fisherman, you must be 

quiet and wait. Do we even know how to do that any-

more? 

This is not a new thing. Over and over, the church gets 

itself up a tree, becomes diverted from God’s purposes, 

gets corrected, repents and returns to its proper task. 

Our very faith is based on this cycle of death and resur-

rection! This is not a new thing. 

Our passage from Isaiah was one such time. We are 

reading from Isaiah’s first chapter so it is from the hand 

of the man called “First Isaiah”. He is writing from 

Jerusalem before the exile to Babylon in 586 b.c.e. and 

he is warning them of what is to come. Here’s what he 

told the folks running the church of his time:
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Hear the word of the LORD, you rulers of 
Sodom!
Listen to the teaching of our God, you people 
of Gomorrah!
What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices? 
says the LORD;
I have had enough of burnt offerings of rams 
and the fat of fed beasts;
I do not delight in the blood of bulls, or of 
lambs, or of goats.
When you come to appear before me, who 
asked this from your hand?
Trample my courts no more;

Remember, the story of Sodom and Gomorrah was 

set eons before Isaiah’s time. He wasn’t talking about 

Sodom and Gomorrah; He was talking about Jerusalem 

and calling it  by the names of places that just define 

evil. God was telling the people of Jerusalem that all the 

respectful and detailed attention to the worship forms 

which had grown up around the First Temple had led it 

up a tree. 
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bringing offerings is futile; incense is an abomi-
nation to me.
New moon and sabbath and calling of convoca-
tion –
I cannot endure solemn assemblies with iniq-
uity.
...
Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean;
remove the evil of your doings from before my 
eyes;
cease to do evil, learn to do good;
seek justice, rescue the oppressed, defend the 
orphan, plead for the widow.

I really want you to walk in the shoes of these peo-

ple. What if Jesus walked through those back doors and 

said this to us about our well-loved traditions? What if 

Jesus pointed to our plain sanctuary, pulpit in the mid-

dle, table on the floor, beautiful organ music and well-

loved hymns, and said, “Your Sunday services and your 

hanging of the greens my soul hates; they have become 

a burden to me, I am weary of bearing them. When you 
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stretch out your hands, I will hide my eyes from you; 

even though you make many prayers, I will not listen.” 

What if Jesus walked through those back doors and told 

us that everything we love about services here is of no 

value to Him and we are up a tree, all by ourselves? 

What if Jesus told us it was time to stop talking about 

fishing and to actually go fish?

Would we know how?

In  Jesus’ time,  the  church  was  again  up  a  tree. 

Again, it needed to be corrected. Jesus offered that cor-

rection. 

Jesus said to his disciples, “Do not be afraid, 
little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure 
to give you the kingdom. Sell your possessions, 
and give alms. Make purses for yourselves that 
do not wear out, an unfailing treasure in 
heaven, where no thief comes near and no moth 
destroys. For where your treasure is, there your 
heart will be also.
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By Jesus’ time, the church had become a creature of 

the occupying Roman forces. Its treasure was in Rome, 

not in heaven. As such, it could no longer speak truth to 

power; its truth was power’s truth. It had become irrele-

vant to God’s purposes. If you will forgive me, it had 

become  very  like  the  church  in  America  during  the 

Eisenhower administration. The church and the nation 

were flying together during that time, too. That sounds 

like a good idea, but it is not. St. John Vienney said, 

“You cannot please both God and the world at the same 

time,  They are  utterly  opposed to each other in their 

thoughts, their desires, and their actions.” The levers of 

statecraft  are  not  God’s  purposes.  The  church  has  a 

higher calling. History teaches us, over and over, that 

when the ship of state and the ship of the church sail to-

gether, it is not the state which becomes humble, but the 

church  which  becomes  wealthy  and,  inevitably,  be-
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holden to the state. Then Christians become the people 

who affirm and bless the actions of the state. That is 

why I am and remain uncomfortable with the American 

flag in the Chancel. It invites a divided loyalty.

Be that as it may, you and I are privileged to live in 

a time of great change in the church. If  we are wise 

Christians, we will celebrate this, even though it will be 

uncomfortable. In our day, this change begins most visi-

bly with the Roman Catholic church. Those who would 

point to the church’s irrelevance today can point with 

some force of argument to the wealth and power of the 

Roman church as indicative of how far up a tree the 

church is. “Christians are the people who sit on golden 

thrones  and spend their  wealth on fancy dress”,  they 

can say.

Then,  along  comes  Francis.  And  Francis  replies, 

“No. Christians are the people who get stuck in traffic, 
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open the windows and bless the children. Christians are 

the people who have no need of grand surroundings, but 

live in a simple apartment.” In the most unlikely com-

ment  of  all,  Elton  John,  ELTON  JOHN  CHURCH! 

termed Pope Francis “a miracle of humility in the era of 

vanity.”

What is happening here? In Isaiah’s time, the church 

had become relevant only to itself, occupying itself with 

the proper performance of cultic practices and ignoring 

the true call of the church to seek justice, rescue the op-

pressed, defend the orphan, plead for the widow. In Je-

sus’ time  the  church  occupied  itself  with  appeasing 

Rome and ignored this same call to respond to the suf-

fering  of  the  powerless,  the  ignored,  the  helpless.  In 

each instance, a revolution was announced through the 

words of one man. So it is, today.

Christians  are  the  people  who  live  in  faith  that 
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Christ is the head of the church. Christians are the peo-

ple who listen for the voice of Christ,  even when He 

speaks a word of correction. Christians are the people 

who in their best and truest times seek justice, rescue 

the oppressed, defend the orphan, plead for the widow. 

Christians are the people who respond in healing to the 

human suffering brought to them. 

As  God  corrects  His  church  and  leads  her  down 

from the irrelevant perch she has found up a tree, the 

task of us, His children, has not changed. Our charge, to 

love the Lord our God with all our heart and with all 

our soul and with all our might and our neighbor as our-

selves remains the same. As God sorts out his church 

once again, we are still called as we were from the first. 
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He has told you, O mortal, what is good;
   and what does the Lord require of you
but to do justice, and to love kindness,
   and to walk humbly with your God?2

AMEN

2 Micah 6:8
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Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.
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