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Once, when the first George Bush was serving as President of the United States of 
America (that’s Bush Sr. – father of our current president), he paid a visit to a nursing 
home.  At one point during the visit, he took the hand of an elderly man who was 
walking through the halls and asked kindly, “Do you know who I am?”  The old man 
smiled and replied, “No, but if you ask one of the nurses they can tell you.” 

And all those who exalt themselves will be humbled. 

I cannot imagine what it must be like for John McCain and Barack Obama these days.  
They have spent most of the past year or so promoting themselves and trying to 
convince voters why they are the most worthy candidate to ascend to the highest 
elected office in the nation and one of the most powerful positions in the world.  Through 
their campaigns, both, of necessity, have sought to exalt themselves in the eyes of the 
public.  But there is a price to pay in the quest for power and position.  Our candidates 
have been subjected to the deepest and most intrusive kind of public scrutiny 
imaginable.  Every move in both their public and private lives is examined, not only now 
but at any and all times in their past.  Their voting records, their family relations, their 
financial accounts, even their personal health records have been poured over by the 
media.  Their policy proposals have been rightly questioned, as has their character and 
experience – along with their motives, their choice of friends, their faith, the number of 
houses they own and their choice of lapel attire.  They have had to endure the personal 
attacks of an electoral process which has not found a way to rise above playing into the 
fear and stereotypes of the electorate.  They have been the butts of jokes for Late Night 
TV shows and cable satirists for months.  And in a few days, one candidate will finally 
see returns on their investment and endurance, while the other will have to come to 
terms with the reality that their efforts to become president have all been in vain.  

It must be difficult for the candidates to keep things in perspective in such a climate.  I 
imagine that it would be very hard for them to not take all the criticism, attacks, and 
jokes personally on the one hand, while also not buying into all the hype and self-
glorification of their own campaigning on the other.  Keeping their egos in check and not 
taking themselves too seriously must be one of the greatest challenges of being a 
presidential candidate.  It would be pretty easy for someone to let it all go to their head.   

That’s one of the reasons that I so enjoyed it a few weeks ago when Obama and 
McCain both participated together in the 63rd annual Alfred E. Smith Memorial Dinner.  
This annual dinner is a fundraiser for Catholic Church charities in honor of the 1920s 
governor of New York who was also the first Roman Catholic to run for president.  It has 
become tradition for the speakers at this banquet, which often include presidential 
candidates, to offer their comments in the form of a roast – poking good natured fun at 
themselves, their opponents, and the issues which divide them.  On this night, the night 
after their third and final presidential debate, Barak Obama and John McCain shared 
the stage and shared some laughs – mostly at their own expense.  McCain announced 
that he had dismissed all of his senior advisors and would replace them with Joe the 
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Plumber, and went on to say that what his opponent didn’t know when he told Joe that 
he wouldn’t make enough money to see a tax increase under his plan was that he had 
signed a lucrative contract with a wealthy couple for all the work on their seven houses.  
Obama joked that contrary to the rumors that have been heard, he was not born in a 
manger, but rather was born on Krypton and sent here by his father to save the planet 
earth.  He went on to say that if he had to name his greatest strength, it would probably 
be humility, and his greatest weakness that he’s possibly a little too awesome.  If you 
didn’t get to see any of the coverage of the event, you really missed out on a chance to 
see the two candidates in a different and much less serious setting – one which I 
imagine was helpful for them to keep their egos and their candidacies in perspective.   

You know I wonder whether similar events ever took place in ancient Israel.  Because 
when I read Jesus’ words about the scribes and the Pharisees in our scripture today, I 
find myself hearing these words with our political leaders in mind.  I suspect that the 
social and political maneuvering of political leaders in our modern world is not all that 
different from that of the scribes and Pharisees of 1st century Israel.  They were a part of 
the respected elite of that society, as are our political leaders today.  And from Jesus’ 
words, we gather that these Jewish religious leaders went to great lengths to keep and 
solidify their elite position, doing many deeds to be seen by others, and enjoyed the 
prestige that came with the position.  We are reminded every few years of the lengths to 
which candidates are willing to go to win an election in our day, and the payoffs are 
clear, with the United States Senate, for instance, often acknowledged to be one of the 
most exclusive social clubs in the world.   

But as with running for elected office in our time, the prestige of being a scribe or a 
Pharisee also seems to have come at a comparable price.  Their position of respect and 
power must have come with the scrutiny and the judgment that such elite positions bring 
today.  For you get the sense in reading this text that Jesus is not just speaking for 
himself when he criticizes the scribes and Pharisees.  When he accuses the Pharisees 
and scribes of being hypocritical and not practicing what they preach, of making a 
spectacle of their piety, and of getting off on the benefits and honors of their position, 
you can almost hear the crowds shouting their agreement.  When I read this story in the 
gospels, I get the feeling that Jesus was speaking the mind of the people here – 
articulating and giving voice to the feelings and frustrations common to everyday people 
of the day.  Jesus’ words strike me as public sentiment – the kind that many feel but no 
one wants to admit.   

It is at that point that I think the scribes and Pharisees could have used something like 
the Alfred Smith Dinner – something to bring out their common humanity and bring them 
back down to size a little – both in their own eyes and in the eyes of the average 
person.  Because much like happens in our own day, I suspect that the negative public 
sentiment around the scribes and Pharisees –  their public officials – turned them into 
depersonalized caricatures.  So that when we see a Pharisee or a scribe in the gospels, 
we don’t see a person – we see a stereotype.  Rarely do we meet a Pharisee with a 
name – they are just a monolithic group of self-concerned antagonists frequently facing 
off against Jesus, the hero fighting for the everyday working folk – the “Joe the 
Plumbers” of 1st Century Palestine.     

Now I must confess to you that my reading of this text has changed dramatically over 
the years, especially since being called to the ministry.  My first inclination when reading 
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this story and others like it is to accept the protagonist/antagonist roles at face value – 
and thus my initial estimation of the Pharisees was not very high.  But as I have grown 
personally and professionally, when I read this story now and ask myself: “where am I in 
the story?” I have to wrestle a bit with that first reading.  Because the truth is that 
whether I like it or not, I am probably among the scribes and Pharisees in the story!  I 
am the professional religious leader.  And like them, it is quite possible to make me into 
a stereotype.   

This is something I have struggled much with as I have come into the ministry, and 
something with which I continue to struggle to this day.  The fact that if someone does 
not know me personally, and they find out I am a pastor, they immediately begin to think 
of a stereotype in their head.  Now for some, whose experiences with pastors have 
been positive, this could be a good stereotype.  But for others, who have negative 
experiences with pastors, the church, or even just religious people in general, the 
stereotype becomes a significant stumbling block to relationship.  And in either case, it 
can be a hurdle for knowing and being known authentically.   

And so early in my days in set-apart ministry, I begin sorting out what it would mean for 
me to accept being called a pastor.  Taking this text as a guide and example, I began 
making decisions about what kind of pastor I would be.  I developed a strong aversion 
to clerical robes – especially after learning their historical connection with academic 
attire – for I did not want to dress myself in such a way as to position myself 
symbolically in authority over others.  I also decided I would not wear a suit and tie – for 
much the same reason.  After all there is a reason they call it a power tie!  And above 
all, I did NOT want to be called “reverend” or any other such honorific title that would 
establish a relationship on the basis of my authority.  Nope, I would just be “Chris” – one 
of the guys – and a fellow follower of Christ.   

Many of these decisions were tested in my days at the Lancaster Church of the 
Brethren, were I served as a summer intern in Ministry Summer Service, and then 
joined the staff as a Youth Pastor for two years after my graduation from Bridgewater.  
And there’s a great story that comes out of that time and these struggles.  During my 
first days as a summer intern at Lancaster, I had raised my voice in objection to their 
practice of putting the abbreviated title “Rev.,” in front of my name in the worship 
bulletin.  This was something they did for any credentialed minister who took part in the 
service, and since I was a licensed minister, I fit the bill.  I honestly don’t remember 
whether they stopped doing it for my name, or whether I just lived with it that summer, 
but I do remember that when I returned to the congregation as interim Pastor of Youth 
the following year, I again had to take issue the same practice.   

So then I notice a mistake in the newsletter article that was introducing me as the new 
Pastor of Youth at LCOB that made it through the process of editing and proofreading.  
My bio began with the line, “Christ is our new Pastor of Youth.”  Amazingly enough, this 
was not the first time this mistake was made at LCOB.  (Apparently the secretary often 
got the two of us mixed up!)  Once before I had caught the same mistake after the 
bulletins had been run announcing that Christ Zepp was going to be doing the 
Children’s story, and I had felt a little guilty for pointing it out and making them run 
another set of several hundred bulletins.  So this time, with the newsletter already 
mailed out and thinking myself very clever, I cut out the newsletter bio, used the 
photocopier to magnify it to like 10 times its original size, cut it out, highlighted the line 
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about Christ being the new Pastor of Youth, and taped it above my name plate in the 
office.  When Peggy, our secretary saw it, she laughed and said, “And you were worried 
about “Reverend going to your head!” 

Those days at Lancaster were instrumental in shaping my vision for ministry, and this 
text and my wrestling matches with its implications for my life and ministry were pivotal 
in my discernment of who I was going to be in ministry.  Because if I knew one thing 
going into the ministry, it was that I sure as heck did not want to be like one of those 
scribes or Pharisees.  I did not want people to call me honorific titles or give me 
preferential treatment, or to try to outdo other ministers in demonstrating my piety.  I did 
know ministers who were like that, and I was determined to be a different kind of pastor.   

What did not occur to me until recently was that in making these decisions, I was, in 
fact, becoming more and more like a Pharisee.  As I sought to set myself apart from the 
scribes and Pharisees of my own time, I was really solidifying my own candidacy as a 
Pharisee among Pharisees.  Because when I checked my heart, I realized that my 
motivations where the same – and they were all about me.  The truth is that while I may 
not relish being called reverend, I do relish the position and public recognition that 
comes with being a minister.  While I may not desire for others to recognize my status 
or authority with outward symbols such as robes or power suits, I do desire the 
recognition of personal authority as a spiritual leader.  I cannot tell you that I do not 
harbor pride in my work, or that I never compare myself to other ministers.   

Mark Twain once said that the moment a person seems to have achieved humility it is 
destroyed by the pride at having accomplished it.  I have come to understand the 
wisdom contained in that statement first hand.  And one of the things this has helped 
me to do is to have a lot more sympathy for other public figures and civil servants.  My 
frequent cynicism over politics and my easy critique of politicians is challenged by the 
lesson driven home to me now in this passage.  For just as Jesus pointed to the scribes 
and Pharisees and hit an easy target in those faceless caricatures, so he might point to 
the politicians of our day.  And just as the crowds of Jesus’ day had seen enough 
examples of self-absorbed and self-serving religious leaders to validate the stereotype, 
we too have seen enough examples of self-absorbed and self-serving political leaders 
to validate our stereotypes.  And it is easy, as I am sure it was for the crowds in Jesus’ 
day, to begin to feel self-righteous in the face of such caricature.  But if we pay 
attention, and if we stay with Jesus long enough, we will see the finger of Jesus come 
round and point directly at us – and say, in effect, stop looking at those other people, 
and start looking at yourself.  Remember that you are all in the same place and always 
will be – always students, always learning, always trying to follow the master.  If you 
want to try to distinguish yourself, do it by being a servant of all.   

I have recently found that finger pointing at me.  Maybe in this election season, we all 
have.  If so, then our call is clear – to be the kind of servant leaders we wish for all 
public officials and leaders to be.  Because we are all in this together – whether in our 
nation or in the coming Kingdom of God.  So please don’t call me Reverend – it might 
turn me into a caricature, it just might go to my head, and it just might district us all from 
our true calling – to be the humble servants of Christ in this world.  Amen. 

 


