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In July last year, my homily at SBTS was titled:  “What Shall Say The Church?”  While it may 
have seemed a rhetorical question at that time, the events on November 8 force us to ask the 
same question with more, and greater, urgency.	
 
What ought to be the role of the church to call out public sin committed by the nation’s elected 
officials?	
 
This is not a matter of party allegiance or political loyalties . . . it is purely and simply 
recognition that sin is sin irrespective of the one, or the ones, who commit it.  And when sins are 
perpetrated by the ones in whom is uniquely vested the well-being of the nation, then a grave 
sense of urgency attends the question.	
 
While I was not the only person comparing the candidate with Hitler, I elected to frame the 
conversation in light of the fact that the then-Lutheran Church in Germany not only supported 
Hitler, not only endorsed him . . . the church and her leaders were complicit in the sins Hitler 
visited upon the German nation, the German people, and, ultimately, upon the entire world.	
 
It is, perhaps, a telling indictment that six ministers of the Gospel were present and participated 
in the inauguration on January 20.  Each of the six are nationally-known, and very wealthy,  
preachers of  “Prosperity Gospel” . . . that is, if you love God, God will make you rich.	
 
The well-documented statistic holds that 70% of what the president says are lies.  And, since he 
appears to listen to nobody but himself, what he mostly hears is lies . . . he readily believes his 
lies and passionately believes them to be truth.	
 
Many are his sins against the nation and her people . . . none of which are, apparently,  
bothersome to his cabinet or to those six ministers (Sojourners, March, 2017, page 47):	
 trample on the hurting and the hungry, give tax cuts to the rich and cut food stamps for  
 the poor . . . 	
 enact policies which show contempt for the thirsty by crippling the very agency (the  
 EPA), which protects the water supply of the vulnerable and which is tasked  to  
 protect and sustain the environment in which each of us, and, especially, the poor,  
 live and move and have our being . . .	
 enact policies which sell out the sick and the disenfranchised . . . 	
 build a wall to keep out his unwanteds, which, as well, boxes all of us in . . .	
 deny entry into this nation to scholars and students who are part of some the most   
 learned and most valuable constituents of our universities . . . 	



 

 

 increase the number of persons imprisoned, and house them in the notorious   
 conditions of the for-profit prison/industrial complex . . .  	
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 strip resources from the disenfranchised and the vulnerable by placing more than 	
 two-thirds of budget cuts on the backs of the already-poor . . . 	
 destroy the land and the environment for the sake of profit . . .  
 
It doesn’t take more than a few minutes of reading Scripture to be confronted with the fact that 
these are deadly sins against God and neighbor.  Are they not also crimes against all humanity?	
 
The prophet Amos:	
 They sell the righteous for silver and the needy for a pair of shoes . . . they trample the 
 heads of the poor into dust . . . I will punish you for all your iniquities . . .  (Amos 2:1ff).	
 
The question must be ours once more:  “To these self-evident sins, what shall say the Church?”	
 
/ / / / /  
 
I place this as prelude to our Gospel for this day, together with another not-rhetorical question, 	
later on.	
 
For the person who takes Scripture seriously, it is well to remember that all the accounts written 
therein were scribed after the fact . . . and, in most cases, long after the fact.  I presume that the 
author of Genesis was likely not present at the beginning of the world . . . and the writing about 
such is but a poetic expression to proclaim that, no matter how God pulled it all off, God is part 
and parcel of the whole thing.  Thus, for me, those first four words are some of THE most 
important in all of scripture:  “In the beginning God . . .”  The rest of the 783,133 words in the 
Bible, give or take a few, are but commentary on these four.   (KJV total words:  783,137).	
 
Those who choose to read Scripture literally . . . those who proclaim that the Bible IS the Word 
of God, must, by the very nature of their faith, take strong issue with me.  As one wag put it in a 
self-congratulatory statement:  “The culmination of God’s great work came on the sixth day 
with the supreme creation of the Bible-writers themselves.”  (The Nation:  4/6/15, page 202).  
Those who proclaim, as do I, that the Bible CONTAINS the Word of God may find themselves, 
at the least, in partial agreement.	
 
While I see myself in no way as an expert in anything except procrastination and nap-taking, the 
words of Hjalmer Johnson, my old seminary prof, who was as solid a theologian as ever I have 
met, and who disagreed with the ordination of women, would say:  “The experts disagree.”	
 
And healthy disagreement, followed by respectful conversation, is what makes change and  
progress possible.  Of course,  while all progress is change . . . not all change is progress.	
 



 

 

I have no idea what happened on the mountain that day . . . what I do believe is that, for those 
present with Jesus, some life-changing event grabbed them.  It is fascinating that the author of 
this account, Matthew, was, apparently, not present for the episode . . . so Matthew must have 	
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heard about it from somebody else, and that somebody else may, or may not have been, Peter, 
James or John.	
 
By the way . . . what would we do without Peter?   Peter . . . the one who tried to walk on water 
and almost drowned instead (Mt 14:28) . . . Peter . . . the one who denied knowing Jesus 	
(Lk 22:54ff) . . . Peter . . . the one who tradition suggests drew his sword to protect Jesus (Lk 
23:50)  . . . Peter . . . the one who pulled his foot out of his mouth long enough to lobby for 
making the mountain-top into a construction zone (Mt 17:4).  This is the Peter who could  have 
become a stand-up comic.  Nevertheless this Peter is the one whose faith is destined to be the 
foundation – the rock – upon which would be built the church (Mt 16:18).  It’s a lousy job 
description.   However if we didn’t have Peter to do it, who else would it be?	
 
Irrespective of what took place on the mountain . . . what happened, at the least . . . and, perhaps, 
at the most . . . what happened was that a profound experience of awe overwhelmed those 
present.  Awe . . . that experience of something so powerful . . . so dramatic . . . so life-altering . . 
. that the observers could do nothing but be silent in its presence.  That is, until Peter could stand 
it no longer and just had to put his foot in his mouth once again.	
 
Like I said, it’s a lousy job . . . might’s well be Peter.  He’s the recognized expert on hoof-and-
mouth disease.	
 
We can be thankful for the cloud that overshadowed and interrupted his one-way dialog . . .  or 
Peter might still be telling us about his plans to bring in a construction crew. 
 
While Peter wanted to build a permanent residence, Jesus led them all back down to where life 
was to be lived . . . and where the finality of his death was to forever change the three . . . the 
twelve . . . others who were at the cross . . . and, in the ultimate, the entire world.	
 
What happened on the mountaintop?  We have only the words which were written . . . and 
words, no matter their complete inadequacy, words are, indeed, all that we have.	
 
To the top of the mountain . . . many are the confrontations with God which are recorded on  
mountains . . . Moses, faced first with the burning bush (Ex 3:1ff) . . . then confronted with 
words: “Take off your shoes, for the ground on which you stand is holy ground . . .” and later on 
. . . “Write these commandments . . .”  ( Ex 34:28-32) . . . Shortly before his death, Moses on the 
mountain, heard: “All this land I will give to the people of Israel . . .”  (Deut 32:4ff).  Elijah, on 
the mountain,  faced down the prophets of Baal with fire and words  (I Kings 18:25).  	
 



 

 

Jesus on the Mount:  Words.  “Blessed are those who . .  .”  (Mt 5:1), and we’re given a glimpse 
of the way the people of God conduct their lives.	
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Mountains are many of the places where we are confronted with the living God . . . mountains 
are the places from which we can see great vistas . . . where we hear clearly words spoken and 
words silent . . . mountains are the places apart, upon which, unencumbered with the tasks of the 	
lowlands, we can be confronted with awe . . . that profound, intense, and life-changing 
experience which seems to elude us in our everyday existence.  A vacation, the root of which is 
to vacate, provides us with the opportunity to view our own life differently . . . to see others 
clearly . . . to listen carefully . . . then to return to the common having been made newly 
uncommon.	
 
Mountains are filled with the opportunity to experience awe.  Filled with the chance to wonder 	
. . . to ponder . . . to hear the still small voice . . .  It is no coincidence that accompanying many 
of these mountaintop experiences, Scripture also records:  “his face shone”  ((Ex 34:29ff)	
He had been talking with God . . . and, while not on a mountaintop, but to a few dusty sheep and 
some tired shepherds, “The glory of the Lord shone around them . . .” (Lk 2:9).	
 
Moluntains can be anywhere. 
The Greek word, achos, means pain . . . and is also part of the root and experience of awe.  
“They were filled with fear . . .”  (Lk 2:9).  Paul, on his Damascus Road, was struck and blinded  
by a bright light . . . was this, too, the glory of the Lord?  . . . 	
 
Awe is not something we conjure up . . . awe is something that simply overwhelms the one who 
is open to it . . . awe confronts the unsuspecting in its own time and place.	
 
When I first saw the rock formation just inside Zion National Park, I was literally unable to 
speak . . . I could only feel tears welling up while I tried in vain to breathe.  The sight of that 
cliff changed my life. No more could I merely just look at the world around me, whether it be at 
Zion or Bryce or Yosemite . . . or the tree in our own front yard . . . as just some rocks . . .  just a 
tree . . . 	
 
Each time I turn the key in our car, I give thanks to God, and in awe, for the genius which 
designed and created this masterpiece.  The same for the mechanics who keep the thing running.	
 
When I hear the smile in the voice of one on the telephone I stand in awe at the fact that behind 
that smile, in perhaps most cases, there is a person who has overcome many difficulties and pains 
in her or his life.  And I stand in awe at the resilience of that person and the will to overcome . . .  
I marvel at the resilience of children who have suffered grievously at the hands of the very 
persons responsible to protect them.  Whereas I once saw others as not like me . . . I now stand 
in awe at the marvelous complexity of the human race . . . the complex and differing systems 



 

 

and cultures each society has developed by which to sustain . . . and I marvel as well at the 
abject stupidity of humankind to categorize some as lesser-deserving of the love of God . . . 
and we, the prosperous ones, are, thereby, the ones whom God loves more dearly.  Arrogance 
will not allow awe to enter its sphere of influence.	
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I stand in awe when I see a tiny baby waving its arms with a smile . . . I stand in awe as I watch a 
seagull  glide motionless on the air and stand imperiously on a picnic table . . . I see water, a  
necessary ingredient for life to be at all . . . and I stand in awe of its power to destroy as well to 
sustain . . . so also the air and the wind . . . I stand in awe at the  inter-relatedness of the entire 
Eco-system . . . the entire human/animal system . . . we are, indeed, one world . . . and I stand in 	
abject dismay  . . . and in fear . . . achos . . . of the power, and the will, of humankind to pollute 
and to destroy the very planet we know as home.  There is a veritable death-wish running 
rampant through the one-per-cent . . . through the nation’s power brokers.	
 
Where God is . . . and, of a truth, where is the place where God is not? . . . where God is, be it 
the top of a mountain . . . be it our own back yard . . . we can only, at least for a moment, be 
silent in order to experience awe . . . awe . . . that which keeps us humble . . . awe . . . that which 
becomes the defining experience of who we are . . . of whose we are . . . and teaches us our true 
place in the universe . . . not as conquerors, destroyers and isolationists . . . rather as specks in the 
universe who have developed powers which can annihilate the very dust and mud from which we 
have sprung.  However, cockroaches will survive.  An abiding sense of awe counters our 
primary propensity towards arrogance.  Awe is the second-most common reason for us to get 
goose bumps  (Christian Century, 2/15/17, page 8).	
 
What really happened on the mountain?  I don’t know.  Except that, whatever did happen . . . 
they were filled with awe.  And to know that is to know enough.	
 
Without an abiding sense of awe . . . and to not be open to that profound experience . . . instead 
rushing headlong into life without giving awe a chance to get a foothold . . . without awe, we see 
only today and give no thought to the morrow . . . without awe there is no recognition of history, 
and if, indeed it is recognized, history is deemed irrelevant . . . without awe, there is no humility 	
. . . without awe the only important matters are power and money . . .  without awe there is no 
vision . . . without awe there is no horizon . . . without awe we are as eternal tourists, stopping 
only long enough to snap a picture without seeing what is in  picture . . . without awe there is no 
love . . . without awe there is no love for the other . . . without awe there can be no love for the 
self.   Without awe there is neither sacred nor divine.   Without an abiding sense of awe, spirits 
die and souls die with them.  Without awe, the nation shall perish.	
 
Sin is defined as the abuse of the good.	
 
Today there sits in the Oval Office a person who has no sense of awe, except for himself.   
Petulant as a five-year-old . . . vindictive as a spurned lover . . . eager to begin a deadly vendetta 



 

 

which would make the Sicilians of yesterday green with envy.  His sins are the order of the day.  
Thus it is that extreme hate, spawned from that office, is now politically correct and is spreading 
across the continent.  It infects innocent children and complicit adults alike . . . an uncontrolled 	
virus . . . covering these United States as with a poisonous gas . . . and the White House owns all 
the gas masks.  Official prejudice is made into official prejudicial policy.   Ugly rhetoric and 
ugly tweets are followed by ugly deeds.	
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An interesting, and paradoxical, fact:  	
 Rea Kushner was born in the small town of Novogrudok in what was then northern 
Poland.  By the 1930s her family began to hear rumblings of trouble.  They felt the anti-Semitic 
fervor beginning to grip the land.  With nowhere to run because Jewish migration was highly 
restricted in both England and the United States, they remained in Novogrudok until the Soviets, 	
 and then the Germans, took over, in 1941.  During several years of unremitting horror, she lost 
her mother, her older sister and her younger brother, together with thousands upon thousands of 
neighbors and friends until the 30,000 Jews in Novogrudok were slaughtered, leaving a surviving 
remnant of 350.  Rae, together with her sister and father, escaped the Holocaust by digging by 
hand a tunnel to freedom.  They hid in a forest with more than 1,000 Jews, until her home town 
was liberated by the Soviets in 1944.  With inhumane and restrictive policies on immigration still 
in place, they lived for 3 ½ tears in a Displaced Persons Camp.  Finally the doors cracked open 
just a bit and the Kushners made it into the United States in 1949.  Her story is germane today, 
since Rae  Kushner is the grandmother of Jared Kushner, who is Donald Trump’s son-in-law.  
Jared Kushner is a Senior White House Adviser, and was once described with tragic irony as 
Donald Trump’s “final decision-maker.”  (The Nation:  2/20/17, page 22ff).	
 
/ / / / / 
 
What shall say the church?  We can weep in despair . . . and we can rise up and call sin for what 
it is.  We can protest.  We can write.  We can pray.  There may be other choices . . . of which I 
can only hope . . . 	
 
And the church . . . that’s us . . . at times standing on the mountaintop . . . all ways working in the 
valley . . . traversing the landscape in between . . . using the messy stuff of our lives to proclaim 
the Good News because that mess has been redeemed by the Radiant Glory of the Lord which 
keeps bringing us from our wayward ways into Holy Community . . . having been awestruck by 
the radiance of the living God in Jesus, the Christ . . . without which it is impossible to live in 
peace with those who we regard as damned . . . with the cup of our lives filled and running over 
with grace . . . we, the Church, can only stay the course . . . we seek potential for good in the 
most unlikely and most ordinary places . . . we must call out sin for what it is . . . the abuse of 
the good . . . terrible deeds inflicted upon each individual victim . . . vile abuse of entire 
populations . . . murderous deeds against the entire world . . . sin . . . transgression against God 
of the mountains . . . transgression against God of the valleys . . . tragic transgression against 
God of the universe.	
 



 

 

This is the call to the church.	
 
Amen.	
 
 
	


