Second Sunday after Pentecost



1 Samuel 15:34—16:13
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2 Corinthians 5:6-17

June 14, 2009






Mark 4:26-34

For a course in seminary, I ordered from the school’s bookstore a paperback edition of the Mabinogeon – the traditional folktales of pre-Christian Wales. The book finally arrived, and I was mortified. It was illustrated with the most lurid picture imaginable of heaving, bodice-popping bosoms and leering men! Well, you can’t judge a book by its cover, right? But we do it all the time. At least the staff at the bookstore did, and they did not let me soon forget it!

Don’t judge a book by its cover. That, I think, is the key that opens up our readings this morning. The point is made directly in the story of Samuel finding the young David. Paul is a bit more subtle in his words to the church at Corinth: “From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human point of view.” What does he mean? Throughout these few verses, Paul is weaving a complex set of contrasts and relationships between Christ and the believer, between “home” and “away”,  between the human point of view and I guess some other point of view. But what? “We walk by faith and not by sight.” It sounds like Paul just closes his eyes and proceeds on. He certainly wouldn’t get very far. And that isn’t how Paul operated. He kept his eyes very wide open all the time. Even in these verses we see his awareness of the harsh criticisms being leveled against him in Corinth. 
So it isn’t a matter of being blind to the world around you. Books do have covers, and you can’t ignore them. And for everyone who says, “Don’t judge a book by its cover,” another can answer, “You only get one chance to make a first impression.”  So is Paul telling us that we’ve got to find some way to look beyond the sometimes rough exteriors of our neighbors in order to see the beautiful child of God within? That sounds about right, sounds like a good, Christian thing to do. And I think that we all, at least at times, suppose that this is what we are supposed to do.
The trouble is that we also all know that if anyone took a good close look at what is within us they would find plenty that is not at all pretty. We worry, in fact, that our exteriors may betray our interior secrets. Paul was certainly under no illusion that we are all sweetness and light on the inside. Christ died for all, he says. Which is to say that in some way the brokenness, the sinfulness of us all was a causal factor in the death of Jesus. 

Don’t judge a book by its cover. Paul, I think, would have us read that as simply, Don’t judge. Don’t judge, because Christ died for all, therefore who are we to judge anyone?  Christ died for all; therefore all have died. Did you notice that, when Bonnie read it? Christ died for all, therefore all have died. We would normally expect, Christ died, therefore we live. Here is where Paul begins to lead us beyond a human point of view. Here is where we learn to see what faith would teach us. Because Christ died, our brokenness and sinfulness died as well. And because Christ rose again, we became something new and different.  If anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation. Just what is it that we become? Paul goes on to say that we become Christ’s ambassadors, Christ’s representatives, in the world.
See, we’re comfortable with the idea that when we look at Jesus, we see the face of God turned favorably towards us. That’s true. But it works the other way as well. When God looks at us, God sees the face of God’s beloved child. When God looks at us, God sees the face of Jesus. That’s what we’ve got to learn to see as well, each one of us in his or her own self, and in all others as well. The eyes may see the dirt and grime imposed by poverty and abuse. The eyes may catch a haunted look in a polished façade, betraying pain within. The eyes may recognize the sneer of the arrogant and the violence in the uncaring. Only faith shows us, laid over all, the face of the dying and rising one, the one in whom all is forgiven, all is made new, and all are made one.
It matters, this new vision, because we live right now in a world dominated by the fear of scarcity. Paul is showing us that we can choose instead to see a world of abundance – a world of allies and potential allies, a world of resources both physical and spiritual within the Body of Christ. Walls of defensiveness and fear come tumbling down when we can look at each other, and at ourselves, and see the one face of our one Savior. Look, said Jesus, there is a harvest prepared for you that you didn’t work for. All you have to do is reach in a gather it. There is all ready for us a tree with branches so wide as to provide a home for all.
Don’t judge a book by its cover. Don’t judge at all. Don’t look at another and wonder what he can do for you, or at another and fear what she can do to you. Look instead for the face of Christ in yourself and in your neighbor. Look for the ways in which Christ can be incarnate between the two of you. Our baptismal covenant pledges us to seek and serve Christ in all persons. So let us remember always that we call forth Christ in our neighbors by first being as Christ for them. 
