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The First Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia October 27, 2019 
Rev. Dr. Baron Mullis Jeremiah 14:7-10, 19-22; 2 Timothy 4:6-8, 16-18; Luke 18:9-14 

Living Fully Your One Wild and Precious Life 

You’ve probably already noticed that the paraments today are red.  I was always told that red 
represented the work of the Holy Spirit, but I decided to do a quick fact check on that… let’s just 
say that in this instance Google is not a reliable source of information – it turns out that there are 
nearly as many rationales for liturgical colors as there are liturgical observances.  If you really 
want to chase a rabbit trail, start exploring why some churches use red, or purple, or blue… 
however, today they are red for Reformation Sunday. 

I’m enough of a history buff that I am particularly glad that we set aside a day to remember 
how we got where we are… we tend to think of the reformation, if we think of it at all, in terms 
of the personalities and the rulers, the fights and the martyrs. 

If you want to consider how many angels can dance on the head of a pin, it’s easy to get hung 
up on the doctrinal disputes within the reformation… but if we want to be simple about it, the 
reformation could hinge on a single question: How do we know what we know? 

Stay with me for a moment here, because I know that isn’t how the reformation is classically 
presented… we tend to talk about Sola Scripture, Sola Fide, Sola Gratia… and the Bible the 
vernacular, and all of these absolutely correct – but aren’t they ways of answering a more basic 
question? 

How do we know what we know about God? 

How do we know what we know about salvation? 

How do we know what we know about grace?  

How do we know what we know about faith? 

I understand that some may quibble about my reduction of the reformation to these points, 
and I will readily grant that this represents a gross simplification of a complex history.  But 
sometimes to understand a thing, you need to make it simple. 

The reformers got this.  They understood that if you want people to understand faith, we 
should probably use the language of the people to describe it. 

They understood that human beings are deeply fallible and in the final reckoning, it must be 
to God whom we answer, and not other humans. 

They understood that if you want folks to develop their faith, they need access to the sacred 
texts of faith. 

Everything we’ve just said, except the last one, could be said of the Pharisees as well. 

Lest you think that it is a bit to flippant to equate the heroes of the reformation with the 
Pharisees, I suspect that John Knox is smiling in his grave under parking space number 23. 
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Because whatever flaws Knox or Calvin or any of the reformers had, and their flaws were 
plentiful, they knew as well that certainty can easily give rise to arrogance. 

The Pharisees started off so well.  They, too, knew that to understand a thing, you need to 
make it simple. 

And so, they did that with faith practice.  Their work, also, can be reduced to a simple 
question: How do we do what we are supposed to do? 

Oftentimes, if we give credit for good motives we can more effectively place ourselves in the 
shoes of others.  For the Pharisees, they understood that the Law, which formed the heart of 
Jewish practice and faith, set out a way of life to honor God and to live in community. 

Now, today we Protestant Christians are creedal people – we tend to equate faith with what 
we believe.  We have loads of confessions of faith, and they give us enormous insight into the 
progression of faith.  It’s important to know what we believe. 

The ancient Jews who became the Pharisees had creedal statements too, but they tended to be 
very short and simple, mantras almost.  Again, this is a simplification, but if modern American 
Christians define faith by what we believe, then ancient Pharisees defined faith by what they did. 

The Pharisees’ mission statement was to make faith practice accessible to the Jew on the street. 

If you wanted to understand was required of you to do, a Pharisee could tell you. 

Faith needs to be understandable.  I’m convinced that’s why Jesus used stories to teach – 
because we can see ourselves in the stories even where we might miss a doctrinal distinction. 

Jesus told this story about a Pharisee to some who thought a little more highly of themselves 
than they ought. 

This Pharisee prayed a prayer that managed to do in just about everyone around him. 

We all know somebody like that.  Whether it’s the person who indulges in perpetual “humble 
brags” or a not-so-humble assertion of one’s own accomplishment, intelligence, goodness, or 
humility, I suspect we can all agree about one thing when it comes to that: it’s tiresome. 

If I had to hazard a description of modern-day Pharisaism, I’m not sure I’d necessarily start 
with an aspect of faith.  I might start with the tendency to exaggerate the volume of our 
knowledge to present opinions as facts. 

I might start with a tendency to privilege our own motives as pure and the motives of others 
as tainted. 

I’m sure Jesus’s parable was about as well-received as we think it was. 

We all want to think well of ourselves, and that tendency, indeed, that need has the potential 
to define how we view ourselves in ways that are helpful and not helpful. 

Defining oneself over and against another reflects a fundamental poverty of one’s sense of 
self.  It reflects a dis-integrated view of humanity that makes us nothing more than the composite 
of what we have done, what we have given, what we have accumulated and what we think. 
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How exhausting! 

It also may be as good a description of original sin as I can find. 

No wonder Jesus was so on-guard against our tendency for defining ourselves thusly. 

The foil to the Pharisee is the publican, a tax collector. 

Because he is the foil, there is a tendency to assume that Jesus presents him in a more flattering 
light.  Make no mistake about his piety, though.  It is presented as a counter to a caricature.  It is 
not his way of being that celebrated, merely his humility in opposition to arrogance. 

It’s possible to take humility too far, though.   

Humility can become an idol as well.  The late William Muehl, in a sermon entitled The Cult 
of the Publican acknowledges that too much self-abnegation risks becoming little more than an 
empty ritual.  He writes, “Sometimes, in my mind’s eye, I can see him raising his children to 
follow in his footsteps: ‘Now kiddies, when you enter the temple you must on no account 
approach the altar.  Stand at a humble distance, and for pity’s sake, don’t raise your eyes.  Bring 
your arm up in a full swing and strike the breast just below the collarbone.  Now all together.  
Let’s take it once more from the top.  And this time, make your daddy proud of you.’”1 

He is writing, of course, about the farce of offering our penitence to God for the same thing 
over and over again and thinking that we’ve done something. 

I listened to a piece on NPR a while back about making a good apology, perhaps some of you 
heard it?  One of the fundamental lessons was that the tenth or twelfth time we offer the same 
apology, or an apology for the same thing, our sincerity comes into question. 

Muehl writes, “This is a powerful temptation for [men] is it not?  The longing to preserve the 
first dawn of redemption, the yearning to make the sense of guilt the single active ingredient of 
piety, the will to define a kind of stylized despair as the most robust of spiritual health.  It is what 
Paul Tillich once called man’s ‘last and most intellectual defense against God,’ the offering not of 
his whole self but of his sense of unworthiness.  Or in the words of Karl Barth, we offer ‘our little 
bit of despair’ as the currency with which to bargain for salvation.”2 

But that’s not how salvation works! 

If we learned nothing more from the reformers, we surely learned that grace is a gift! 

We do not offer to God our sinfulness as if God doesn’t already know, nor do we offer to God 
our arrogance as if we can pull the wool over God’s eyes.  We offer to God ourselves.  How much 
of life is wasted by excessive arrogance or excessive humility! 

There is no caricature that God wants from us.  To be perfectly frank, it’s a little bit of an 
underestimation of the almighty who created all that is from nothing to think that what God 
wants from us is to act like Uriah Heep. 

                                                
1 William Muehl, The Cult of the Publican in A Chorus of Witnesses, Long and Plantinga, eds.  (Eerdmans, 
Grand Rapids, 1994) p148 
2 Ibid, 149 
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What God wants is our humanity. 

Life is a gift from God.  I found my mind wandering over to that old poem by Mary Oliver 
this week, The Summer Day. 

It’s on your bulletin… I love the way it starts off grounded in creation – it’s sort of like when 
God speaks to Job out of the whirlwind and asks, “Where were you when I flung the stars into 
universe?” 

And then of course, that one line: Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious 
life? 

I wonder, what if that is the point of salvation, and grace, and faith, and all those things that 
the reformation was about – just to get us to think for just a moment about what God wants us to 
do with gift of life? 

What God wants from us is our humanity – and a hundred percent of it.  God doesn’t call us 
to bring a bit of ourselves, sanitized with confession and perfumed with incense for public 
consumption, to be sacrificed on an altar of religiosity, as tempting as that might be. 

God wants us. 

God wants us! 

God wants all of us.  God wants us to risk bringing our best, and know that it is beloved by 
God.  And God also wants us to bring our worst – and get this, we are beloved by God then also! 

You may wonder if I am leaning into the old quote from Martin Luther that gets bandied 
about quite a bit, Sin boldly. 

Out of context it certainly seems to offer a rather odd take on a redeemed life.  But here’s the 
rest of the quote: Sin boldly, but believe and rejoice in Christ even more boldly.” 

Doesn’t that make all the difference? 

At the end of it all, faith, confession, forgiveness, redemption, salvation – they are really all 
about trust, aren’t they?  They are about trusting that the God made known to us Jesus Christ, 
whom we encounter in the pages of scripture, whose Holy Spirit gives us the gift of faith… that 
God loves us in depths of God’s own being, and from the overflowing of God’s love, created us 
and set us in the earth to live in the image of God, and loves us so deeply that even death will not 
overcome God’s love… 

Because at its heart, the reformation, indeed, Christianity in general is about freedom.  Freedom 
from sin, to be sure, but also freedom from fear.  Freedom from arbitrary traditions, by all means, 
but also freedom from suffocating self-interest… Faith is about freedom. 

So, tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life? 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost, Amen.   


