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“Imitation: the highest form of flattery”

• The full version of that quote, at least as Oscar Wilde put it:
• “Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery that mediocrity can pay to 

greatness.”1

• I first heart that quote in grade school - a kid was upset because 
another kid was being mean and mocking them

• And along with “Sticks and Stones…”, this was a phrase used to make 
the kid feel a litter better

• That somehow the mockery was really a compliment.  
• Now while I do not think this saying should be used to excuse bullying 

and meanness
• I did realize that there is a lot of truth to this saying, isn’t there? 
• We do end up imitating the people we respect, or those we want to like 

us, we might even mock those of whom we are a little jealous
• I am especially aware that, as a parent, the friends my son chooses will 

have a huge effect on him
• Because he will imitate them, and I have very little control over that
• If I am honest, even as an adult, the people I choose to associate with, 

and those I respect
• They change me.
• There’s both opportunity there, and potential downsides to that

• And for a person of faith, it is also true that we tend to become like the 
God we worship

• Jesus knew it:
• By the end of the sermon on the mount, he gets right down to exactly 

what he has been talking about all along
• That really, what it means to be faithful to God and to follow him, both 

then and now, is to want to be like God

 http://www.goodreads.com/quotes/558084-imitation-is-the-sincerest-form-of-flattery-that-1

mediocrity-can
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• To Imitate God
• And from there, I think it was Jesus’ mission to try and tell us and show 

us as much as possible about this God we are to imitate 
• So let’s set the stage a little: we have been making our way through 

Jesus’ sermon over the last four weeks
• It started with the Beattitudes: blessed are the poor, the meek, the 

peacekeepers
• Admonishes us to be salt and light
• To influence the world for the better, no matter our circumstances
• He continues with how we are to live, not just following the law, but 

using it as a starting place and going beyond
• Six times has Jesus used specific examples of how we should fulfill the 

law by going beyond it
• The last one this week is likely the most famous, love your enemies and 

pray for those who persecute you
• And while this Sunday is our last one for an almost sequential read 

through this sermon, 
• Jesus will go on to talk about piety and religion, likely stepping on a few 

toes
• For those listening to Jesus, the Pharisees, Sadducees, and the Jewish 

people who had been raised on the Torah
• They might have felt right about now that Jesus was going a little too far 

in his preaching
• After all, the law should be enough.

• Yet Jesus presses on covering enough topics to hit close to home for just 
about everyone there, and here
• Pointing out not the flaws in the law, but the flaw in using the law to feel 

good about yourself, to justify yourself
• While missing the point of having the law in the first place
• That the law is only there to point us in the right direction of having good 

relationships with each other
• And then with God
• To make his point, Jesus quotes a verse from Leviticus in the gospel 

this morning, one that everyone listening would have known
• Love your neighbor as your self.
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• Interestingly, all three synoptic gospels record Jesus using this 
passage ,2

• And even the Jesus seminar voted this most likely to be an authentic 
saying- that Jesus really said it3

• Our lectionary helpfully paired the two for us this morning for our 
reading pleasure

• Now here’s a trivia question for you: How many times over the three 
year rotation does our Lectionary include Leviticus?  

• Twice.  Once today, the 7th Sunday after Epiphany, and again closer to 
Advent4

• And in both cases, there’s no guarantee you’ll hear it
• For in some years, Easter comes early and we have no seventh 

Sunday after the Epiphany, like we have today
• And in the other instance where Leviticus is in the lectionary, we have 

two choices and on any given year might pick the other reading
• If and when we do get to hear Leviticus read from the Lectern… 
• It is always these verses- they are the only ones included in our 

lectionary
• And I admit, that is just fine with me

• Leviticus is just one of those books that I find generally unhelpful in 
trying to live a Christian life

• So many culturally specific rules that may have made sense when 
written- may have been an improvement at the time

• But just do not make sense anymore
• Like how to plant fields, dietary rules, and even rules that perpetuate a 

patriarchal and misogynistic society
• Leviticus was written many years ago for a different audience
• You all know that even compared to 50 years ago, or 100, the world is 

different, the culture is different
• Leviticus is fighting 3000 years at least5

 Kimberly L. Clayton, Feasting on the Word Year A Volume 1, 3632

 http://www.westarinstitute.org/projects/the-jesus-seminar/jesus-seminar-phase-1-sayings-of-3

jesus/

 http://www.crivoice.org/lectionary/lectionlistot.html#Lev4

 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Leviticus5
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• But what I do appreciate about Leviticus is that it records a people’s 
faithful attempt at following God

• I hope that in the least, in 50 or 3000 years from now, people will look 
back and say the same thing about us
• Even if they see our laws and culture as very strange

• Like Jesus says in his sermon on the mount, we have to look beyond 
the legalistic rules presented here to see what God really wants of us
• What type of person God wants us to be

• The author of Leviticus describes this person as one who leaves some 
of their harvest, the hard earned fruit of their labor, for the hungry and 
immigrant

• It is an act of faith and stewardship  that there will be enough6

• By sharing what we have, our food and our means of living, we are 
demonstrating our faith in God to supply our needs in the future

• Leviticus talks about honesty and integrity in business dealings, both 
with customers and employees

• Compassion and respect for those who are deaf, or who cannot see
• Fair judgments for rich and poor alike- equality, justice
• And finally, love your neighbor as yourself.
• Be holy, for the Lord your God is holy, this is what it is to be holy
• Be imitators of God- be holy 

• Like the teachings earlier in his sermon, Jesus takes what was found in 
Leviticus and extends it
• Pushes people past the strict legal requirement and into something 

more
• Jesus says, the laws says to love your neighbor, as we just heard, but I 

say to love your enemy
• No longer is there a distinction between the people you see as your 

fellow citizens, or neighbors
• And the people who hate you and whom you cannot get along
• To struggle within yourself to feel positive about the people who make 

you the angriest
• The people who have mocked you or perhaps even hurt you
• No doubt, for Jesus’ audience, this was likely the Romans
• What would it have been like to hear this Rabbi tell you to love the 

Romans, the ones who persecute you, 

 Lillian Daniel, Feasting on the Word Year A Volume 1, 3666
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• The ones who take your coat
• The ones who force you to carry their supplies for a mile
• To love them, and then do more than they ask
• Who is it who hurts us, who brings a scowl of anger to our face, a raised 

eyebrow of suspicion, or a flutter of fear in our hearts? 
• Those are the ones…
• Love the unloveable, even if it hurts, even if it’s hard, and even if it goes 

against everything in your being
• Love your enemy, pray for them
• God loves perfectly, completely, wholly
• Try to love like that, imitate that.  

• Jesus is asking his disciples and his followers to love as God loves
• With a suffering love, made manifest on the cross and in the 

resurrection of Jesus Christ
• One that sticks it out even when it is not returned
• One that hangs in there through the hurt and refuses to give up
• It’s the love God had for the Israelites recorded in the books of the Old 

Testament like Leviticus
• Even when they would turn away, worship idols, and then come back 

asking for forgiveness
• God would take them back, and renew the covenant
• God still does that today, for us
• With a stubborn suffering love.
• Sending rain and sunshine on the righteous and the unrighteous alike
• Never giving up on anyone

• “Be like God: holy and perfect”, Jesus says
• And with that he has just concluded with the most impossible standard 

ever given
• With teachings like this, you know Lent is not too far away 
• It is absolutely certain that we will fail in our attempts to walk and talk 

like Jesus did, and to love like he did
• This impossible standard unites us with each other as we all try and fail
• Perhaps it even teaches us to have a little patience with each other as 

we are all just trying our best to meet a high standard
• Just as God extends an infinite amount of grace and forgiveness to us, 

then we too can pass that long to each other
• All of us are ultimately dependent upon God’s grace: for forgiveness 

and the strength to try again
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• I do think we become like the God we worship
• It’s a simple concept, but a powerful one
• And I think that is why Jesus went to such great lengths to tell us about 

God
• So we can have a clearer picture of the God we are trying to be like, a 

clearer understanding of what being holy really is
• Because, as Dennis Linn points out in his book, Good Goats: Healing 

our Image of God
• How we see and understand God matters
• If we see God as this judgmental God, a God who is constantly holding 

up a ruler to measure us and point out how bad we are
• If we worship a God who would rather punish rather than forgive
• If we worship a God who values correct belief over acts of mercy and 

compassion
• We will become like that.  We will imitate it
• But if we hear Jesus teaching us about God, about how holiness is 

following the law in order to help those around us
• If we read Leviticus and allow Jesus to interpret it to us, and give us the 

parts that after all these years really matter,
• The parts where God is creating a society and culture where all are 

cared for
• Where justice and equality are holy virtues

• If we hear Jesus say that the greatest commandment is to love God, 
and also love our neighbor as ourselves
• And not to stop there, but to love your enemies and those who mean 

you harm
• If we worship the God of Jesus Christ, then we can become like that 

instead.

Amen.
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