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There is a program, “What Would You Do?” that looks at human behavior by using actors to set 

up situations which pose ethical dilemmas for observers. In other words, when you see 

something you know is painful or wrong, do you speak up or refuse to get involved? Some of the 

situations last Friday evening included a young man “coming out” to his father who storms out in 

anger, someone stealing a laptop computer that others knew didn’t belong to that person, a 

couple in a restaurant refusing to be waited on by a Latino waiter, and young people parking in a 

handicapped spot, forcing a man in a wheelchair to have to park away from the entrance. Since 

people do not all think alike, peoples’ responses vary; so the real question is: “What would it 

take for you to get involved in a situation involving someone else…or would you?” 

While people frequently agree that certain actions are right while others are wrong, there isn’t 

universal agreement. When people, cultures, personalities, and ethics differ, so do the responses. 

Hence the dilemma. Some answers aren’t as easy as black and white, but rather find themselves 

in the gray areas.  

That’s something I think the Apostle Paul struggled with, confessing that, even when knowing 

right from wrong, “I do the things I hate.”  Temptations are just that because they look 

appealing; so it’s tempting to justify not doing the right thing.  

Martin Luther struggled with trying to always be doing the right thing because, to that young 

monk, getting it right was the prerequisite for salvation.  

What Jesus spoke about in today’s gospel was a certain arrogance by those who were convinced 

that theirs was the right way, and theirs was the only way. Like children taunting each other in 

the marketplace: “If we do X you are supposed to do Y,” they drew lines in the sand about 

appropriate and inappropriate behavior. But Jesus saw the ridiculousness of their so-called 

standards. John fasted and they called him demon-possessed; Jesus ate and drank and they called 

him a glutton and (because it’s no fun to eat and drink alone) a friend of tax collectors and 

sinners. What’s a prophet supposed to do? 

Well, here’s what Jesus did. In some verses that were omitted Jesus chastised the cities where 

signs and deeds were performed, yet the people were not convinced—even by divine 

intervention—to repent and change their ways. 

And then Jesus prayed—out loud, to be overheard—that he was grateful that God had revealed 

himself to the infants (that is, those who opened their eyes, their hands, and their hearts to 

receive what God in Jesus had to say and offer).  The ones called “wise” and “intelligent” were 

all-too-often the ones who were convinced they knew it all, and that nothing more could inform 

their so-called “mature” faith.   

Those who would hijack the faith, the know-it-alls, the so-called righteous, the people who 

name-drop God and Jesus to put a holy seal on the god they created in their own image—these 

are the people Jesus warns about.  Not just about fearing them, but to warn us of the danger of 

becoming like them.   

While the words and the examples cited by Jesus might sound out-of-context with our reality 

(“We played the flute and you did not dance. We wailed and you did not mourn.”), they actually 
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hit the nail on the head pretty well.  All around us, we can see people trying to speak for God and 

tell us how we should act and react. What’s real and what’s not?  A lot of times, it’s hard to tell. 

But I do suspect we can guess by asking: “Who benefits by following this person who claims to 

speak for God?” If it’s not the kind of people that Jesus lifted up, tread carefully. 

Moral dilemmas greet us with regularity, but the decision to act and do the right thing is not what 

saves us as much as the determination to be faithful to the example of faith Jesus gave us. And it 

came, not only in words, but in action.  Jesus set the standard when he offered his whole self for 

the world on the cross. Doing the right thing is frequently not going to be doing the popular 

thing. In seminary we used to quip: “You’d better look good on wood.” Because being faithful 

might put us at risk, make us vulnerable. 

But Jesus promises that we don’t have to walk the journey of faithfulness alone.  In times of 

moral struggle, when we ask “What would I do?” or “What should Emmanuel do?”—when we 

are trying to be faithful to Jesus’ or times of determination to do the right thing, Jesus tells us that 

he will be with us. 

At All Saints’ this morning, in place of the Nicene Creed, the congregation is using a more 

contemporary statement to make their affirmation of faith; and I believe its words form a helpful 

model to remember as we journey in the faith, testing out our motives and our risks, and living 

what we believe. Here is the core of the statement:  

• We believe in God beyond us, Maker and Sustainer of all life and all creation.  

• We believe in God beside us, Jesus Christ, the Word made flesh.  

• We believe in God within us, the Holy Spirit of Pentecostal fire and life-giving Breath of 

the Church.   [adapted from the Iona Abbey Worship Book] 

May our ears, our arms, our hands, our feet, and our minds be open to hear what the Spirit is 

saying to God’s people.  Amen. 


