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              Sermon: Getting Smart 

 

 What is this church worth? Once, I got the strangest personal and confidential letter from 

J.W. Walker, a company in Dallas,Texas. Under the heading “Private” there is a block of type that 

reads, “If you’re thinking about selling your business but aren’t sure what it’s worth, return the 

enclosed postage-free card today. A computerized evaluation is yours for the asking. No cost. No 

obligation.” Now this letter was addressed to “Owner United Presbyterian Church.”  

 

Here is the card with boxes to check and the promise is clear. “If, after we evaluate your 

business, you decide to use our services, our Confidential National Computer Network will go to 

work for you. Your business will get the attention of literally thousands of buyers not only 

nationally but worldwide.” Did the J.W. Walker Company of Dallas, Texas, really know that we 

are a Presbyterian Church? If they knew, can they put a price on us as a church? What a 

fascinating question to ask ourselves. 
 

1. What are we worth? 
 

 We follow a carpenter from Galilee who was a flop at 33. Betrayed by one of his closest 

followers, he was beaten, and hung on a cross where he died of a broken heart.  
 

 Would we dare to ask ourselves if we really know this Jesus, the Christ,—this carpenter 

from Nazareth, who set the world on edge with his actions and teachings? While others teach that 

wealth is a matter of accumulation; Jesus taught that the wealthiest of us are those who give of 

ourselves and our possessions with abandon. We are to avoid storehouses where “rust doth 

corrupt.” 
 

 While others taught that children are to be seen, not heard; Jesus said “of such is the 

kingdom of heaven.” While others taught their followers to hold their friends close; Jesus taught 

that we are to do unto others as we would have them do to us. Why, he asks, that his followers 

love their enemies.  

 



 What is a building worth, where people believe such foolishness? On the surface, it sounds 

more like a liability than an asset. Look with me for a moment at two very distinct healing 

episodes Mark tells us about in the 7th chapter.  
 

2. The two are very different. 
 

 The first healing of the little girl with the unclean spirit was a long distance healing. The 

Gentile woman seeks Jesus out in a private home, where he has retreated to get away from other 

Gentiles. He is out of his usual territory, Galilee, and he is reluctant to even talk to her with much 

hospitality. After all, she is an outsider and he is a Jew. She seems to get the best of him in the 

argument that ensues. He heals her daughter, not because of her great faith, but because she wins 

the argument. The Gospel writer is concise. Jesus says, “For saying that, you may go - the demon 

has left your daughter.”  
 

 Doesn’t this view of Jesus grate against our sensitivities? Isn’t the healing too remote, too 

unfeeling? There are no hands of compassion and concern touching the child. It isn’t easy to make 

friends with a Jesus who will take the power of God for granted, and shares it so matter of factly 

with a Gentile he really doesn’t seem to care for. 
 

 Our sensitivities might be just as easily bruised with Jesus’ encounter with the Galilean deaf 

man who had an impediment in his speech. Back in his old haunts, our Savior is too much 

involved. The healing techniques practiced by Jesus in this case seem unnecessarily graphic, even 

gross. Commentators through the ages have tried to fix the text. Some have the deaf man poking at 

his own ‘ears—ostensibly to demonstrate his deafness to Jesus. He supposedly spits before 

opening his own mouth to show Jesus his muted tongue. The sigh, in this translation, is the mute 

man's inarticulate way of expressing his plight. 
 

 But an honest rendering of these verses clearly makes Jesus the poker, the spitter, the 

toucher, the sigher, the speaker. Why, we ask, if Jesus can exorcise demons long-distance with a 

simple word, does it take such extreme physical measures to cure this man's deafness and give him 

the gift of speech? Our hygienic esthetics are offended at the thought of Jesus using spit to effect a 

cure. 
 

3. What if we say that both pictures of Jesus are accurate? 

 



 How do we reconcile the differences? If we are to follow and tell others about him, can we 

share this Jesus, who at one time heals from a distance, and at another gets involved so closely that 

basic hygiene is violated? Can it be that the Jesus who stands back and allows God to be God and 

the Jesus who gets his hands, mouth, and fingers, all involved and dirty in the deaf man’s mouth 

and ears are the same Jesus. Of course they are. 
 

 The Jesus we know, live, and share, is the Christ of the Bible. In all his mystery and 

commonplace presence, we must be honest. We today think we are smart when we buy what the 

culture sells us. Let me acquaint you with what our culture really means by some very commonly 

used phrases. 
 

 When you hear: A number of different approaches are being tried. We can translate: We 

 are still whistling in the dark.  
 

When we hear: An extensive report is being prepared on a fresh approach to the problem. 

We can translate: We just hired three kids fresh out of college.  
 

 When we hear: Major technological breakthrough. We can translate: It works OK, but 

 looks very hi-tech.  

 

 When we hear: Customer satisfaction is delivery assured. We can translate: We are so far 

 behind schedule the customer is happy to get it delivered.  
 

 When we hear:  Preliminary operational tests were inconclusive. We can translate: The 

 darn thing blew up when we threw the switch.  
 

 When we hear: Test results were extremely gratifying. We can translate: We are so 

 surprised that the stupid thing works.  
 

 When we hear: Low-maintenance. We can translate: Impossible to fix if broken.  

  

 With the explosion of information today, we have found more ways to misspeak in 

politically correct modes, if you please. We are educated without being intelligent; smart but not 

wise. The Bible dares to speak as clearly to us today, as it did to Christians in the first century 

whose culture threw them to the lions. 

 



 We celebrate a faith that is both full of mystery and dirt; a Savior who dealt with the divine 

and the mundane, the holy and the daily, the down and out and the up and out. If we are really 

smart, that is the Savior we worship. That is the Lord we worship. It is a faith that dares to 

penetrate the conscious and the conscience. It is as at home around the communion table as it is 

hammering a nail in a habitat house. It is as authentic teaching a class of four year olds as it is 

listening to a Schubert Mass. 
 

 There is a salient quality of Christian humor we found in Pope John XXIII that we need 

today. He was a serious man who found a lot to laugh about. The son of peasant farmers, he once 

said, “In Italy there are three roads to poverty— drinking, gambling and farming. My family chose 

the slowest of the three.” When someone asked him how many people worked in the Vatican, he 

said, “Oh, about half.” 
 

 In one church we served, I taped a sign on the wall that read, “Tell people the truth, and 

they will fall for it.” To tell the truth, we must know and live the good news as we share it. 

Violinist Ruggiero Ricci once said, “A specialist is someone who does everything else worse.”  

Mark tells us that Jesus “did all things well.” He is the Lord and head over his body, the church.  
 

 In his strength and weakness, confidence and involvement, dreadful death, and momentous 

resurrection, we discover what we are and what our fellowship can become. If we dare to present 

him to the world as we have received him, this church will grow. Tell your story, your faith 

journey, and don’t be surprised if an unchurched friend doesn’t join you to worship God. 
 

 Let us pray. You come to us in so many ways, Lord. Whether it be a beautiful sunset or a 

jarring bolt of unwanted pain, you are able to get our attention. Help us to respond to the Christ 

we follow. It is his way of compassion that leads us into hope. It is His hope that never 

disappoints. Amen 

 

 

 

 


