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Matthew 5:14-16;23:1-12
THE BRILLIANCE OF A TROUBLING TEACHER


Who was your all-time least favorite teacher?  Who was your absolute favorite?  My all-time least favorite was my high school chemistry teacher. I can’t even remember his name.  But he just seemed done with teaching.  He had no tolerance or patience for someone like me who found chemistry a mystery. My favorite teacher was Ms. Feeney, my current events teacher when I was a senior in high school.  That year I was bussed to a downtown school due to de-segregation regulations. Ms. Feeney took students reluctantly thrown together and managed to make each one of us feel valued.  She helped us learn how to think about issues and engage in respectful argument.  

Who was your least and who was your most favorite teacher?  As we move out of our series on names and titles for Jesus, today we focus on rabbi, the Hebrew word for teacher.  Despite the fact that there are no stories describing Jesus as the front of a classroom, students sitting in rows listening with rapt attention, throughout the gospels, Jesus is, at times, referred to as rabbi.  Rabbis played several roles in Jewish life. A rabbi served as a judge, as someone who helped resolve conflicts between people, with particular concern for the claims of the poor.  But the primary role of a rabbi was that he - and in Jesus’ day you had to be male to be a rabbi - he devoted himself to reading, memorizing, interpreting, and teaching others how to memorize and interpret the Scriptures.  To be a rabbi was to be one of the most respected leaders in Jewish life.  To be called rabbi was to be shown great admiration.  This morning, once we’ve done some thinking about Jesus, about learning and teaching, each one of us can then decide if we would count Jesus among our least or our most favorite of teachers.

Although a system of public education as we know it today did not exist in Jesus’ day, beginning at a young age, Jewish children were instructed in the fundamentals of life and faith. Rabbis did not teach in classrooms per se but at the synagogue, on the steps of the temple, or at familiar resting places as they traveled from town to town.  At the age of 5, boys and girls began their education at the level called Beit Sefer.  They started to memorize the Torah, the laws of Moses.  These laws regulated what a person ate, wore, when to rest, when to work so both boys and girls needed to learn the Torah.  The next level of study, Beit Talmud, was open just to boys and was for those who demonstrated excellence in learning.  At this level, the boys learned and memorized the rest of the Hebrew Bible, the writings of the prophets and the wisdom tradition.  The education of most boys stopped at this level and only the very few, the very top of the class, proceeded to Beit Midrash, the level at which boys and men continued their memorization of scripture but also began to debate its interpretation.  Out of this small group, a very few, only the best, would seek permission to study with a famous rabbi, leaving home, to travel with him and continue learning.  These students were called talmidim or disciples.

Although Jesus lived in the very small village of Nazareth, his expertise in Scripture and its interpretation suggest that throughout his childhood, he availed himself of the opportunity to study. But when Jesus became the teacher, the Rabbi, he was both similar and dissimilar from other teachers of his day.  He was similar in that teachers were to be deliberate in their judgments.  They were to listen carefully and study before responding to questions about Scripture.  Jesus did that.  Teachers were to “make a fence for the Torah.”  To make a fence meant to find ways to protect the commandments.  For example, in order to avoid breaking the law forbidding adultery, teachers forbid men to be alone with women not their wives. Jesus once said that the law forbids murder but he also forbade insult, like other teachers he was protecting, building a fence around the Torah, a common Rabbinic practice.

In some important ways, though, Jesus was radically different from the other rabbis of his day.  Most obvious perhaps relates to his students.  The disciples of Jesus were not selected from the top elite scholars of the day; the twelve were ordinary, hard-working, common men.  That was no accident.  From the very start of his ministry, Jesus was communicating that his message, his teaching, was not for an elite few but for all.  Large crowds sought Jesus to listen and learn.  He did not turn them away because they weren’t part of his educated few.  One author, Pheme Perkins, highlights how Jesus welcomed women as his students, referencing the Mary and Martha story with Mary stopping to listen and learn.  Jesus as Rabbi was different because his student body was inclusive; it represented not the elite but all who had ears to hear.  That was different.

And in that passage from the 23rd chapter of Matthew, we see Jesus stating quite forcefully that he is a very different teacher from the Scribes and Pharisees.   One scholar commented that in this scene Jesus seems to have reached a boiling point, his anger spills over.  He is disgusted by the hypocrisy of the religious leaders of his day who do not practice what they teach.  They look the part.  They speak the part.  But their actions do not match.  In this condemnation of hypocrisy, we see just how different Jesus was from his contemporaries as a Rabbi…for his words and his actions were one.  
In Jesus’ day to be one of the elite talmid, to be one of the select few who traveled with a teacher, to be a disciple meant not only listening to a Rabbi, it meant imitating his life.  So for us, to be true talmidim, true disciples of Jesus Christ, means striving to imitate Jesus our Rabbi by avoiding hypocrisy.  It means to follow his example by making our words and our actions match, to practice what we preach, to live what we believe.  It means not claiming to be more than we actually are.  It means not proclaiming a conviction, and acting differently.

Sandro Magister, a Hindu author has written about a similar sense of outrage she experienced as did Jesus.  This past summer and fall, as violence against the minority Christian population rose in India, she grew more ashamed.  She wrote, “As a believing Hindu…I have always prided myself on belonging to a religion of astonishing breadth and range of belief; a religion that acknowledges all ways of worshipping God as equally valid…Hinduism, with its openness, its respect for variety, its acceptance of all other faiths, is one religion which has always been able to assert itself without threatening others.”  The silence of Hindu leaders in the face of murderous attacks was an hypocrisy Magister simply could not understand.
Ted Haggard, one-time pastor of the New Life Church a mega-church in Colorado, resigned in 2006 in disgrace.  Having preached vehemently against what he considered to be sins of sexual immorality, he was discovered to be engaging in what he condemned.  Once caught, he admitted he was a deceiver and liar.  That’s hypocrisy, words and actions not matching up, claiming to be so much more than who you are.
In 1953, Albert Schwiezer arrived in Chicago to receive the Nobel Peace Prize.  Disembarking the train, he was met with cameras flashing and the handshakes of many dignitaries.  Almost immediately he asked to be excused.  He walked through the crowd to the side of an elderly woman struggling with two suitcases.  He picked them up, smiled, and escorted her to the bus, helped her get on and wished her a safe journey.  One reporter commented, “That’s the first time I ever saw a sermon walking.”  That’s not hypocrisy, that’s living what you say, practicing what you preach.  That’s not claiming to be more than you actually can be.  It’s being exactly who you claim.  
Just to be clear, this doesn’t mean that all of us will always do the right and faithful thing.  We won’t.  The life of faith is one of striving to follow Jesus Christ.  Problems arise when we are satisfied with speaking faith but not trying to live it.  And problems arise with another form of hypocrisy, less common, perhaps.  That’s when we claim to be less than we are.  That’s when, for whatever reason, we try to hide our faith, hide the fact that we call ourselves Christ’s disciples.  It’s when out of fear or embarrassment or some other concern, we hide our light under a bushel.  I admit to this form of hypocrisy.  Last week when I was flying back from New Orleans I started to pull out this book but I quickly shoved it back into my bag. Given the reputation some Christians in our nation have for being exclusive and hateful, I wasn’t sure I wanted to admit I am Christian too.

Author and speaker Anne Lamott has become well-known for being a strong and outspoken advocate for the progressive voice of Christianity.  But Anne did not find that voice easily.  She grew up in a family where, in her own words, she was "raised by [her] parents to believe that you had a moral obligation to save the world," where you sent money to the Red Cross, registered people to vote, marched in rallies, loved Dr. King, picked up trash...but where faith and Jesus were "right-wing and trailer trash."  None of the adults in her parents' circle, although committed to causes of social justice, believed, she said.  Yet, even as a child, Anne knew she felt differently from her family about God, about faith.  She grew up surrounded by friends whose families were Catholic, Christian Scientist, Jewish...and knowing that she believed in God, in "someone who heard," she writes, "someone listening."  She would go to mass on Sundays with her Catholic friend, and sometimes with her grandparents.  "I loved it," she remembers.  "It slaked my thirst.  But I pretended to think it was foolish, because that pleased my father."  Anne's belief did not go away, and she eventually realized she had to be honest with herself and her family about who she was.  She had to come out to them as a Christian. 
Going public with our faith can feel risky.  But when we hide it, when we hide our light under a bushel, that’s a form of hypocrisy, one Jesus condemned just as thoroughly, claiming to be less than who we are.  Rabbi Jesus urges us to let the light of our faith shine, to allow its brilliance to dazzle.  

Yet when we do that, we are not promised comfort and rest.  Instead it’s the opposite.  For one more feature of being a disciple of this radically different teacher named Jesus is trouble.  Imitating Jesus can get us into trouble.  At the women minister’s colloquium I attended last week, one of my colleagues suggested that if our churches aren’t getting hate mail, aren’t getting into trouble for making stands for justice and God’s love, then we aren’t doing our jobs.  To be students of Jesus Christ means living as he lived which means obeying the command to love and to do justice even to the point of getting into lots of trouble.  Jesus was always getting in trouble with religious and civic leaders.  Martin Luther King, Jr. got into trouble.  Recently a group of women were excommunicated from their church for demonstrating for the ordination of women in the Roman Catholic Church.  Here at this church we have a history of being willing to face trouble to do justice and express God’s love.  Maybe it’s time for some more. What about Darfur?  What about the rise in violent racist and homophobic attacks?  What about the systemic use of torture?  The brilliance of our faith represented by our steeple’s harborlight must continue to shine as we risk new trouble for justice and God’s love. 
Jesus, our Rabbi, calls us to imitate him, to let the light of our faith shine brilliantly.  Avoid hypocrisy, Jesus says, don’t be less than you are, hiding your faith; don’t claim to be more than you are, striving to live what you believe.  And live that faith even when it causes you trouble.  So how would you rate Jesus as a teacher, favorite or least favorite?  One thing we can say for sure, he was unique because how many of your teachers encouraged you to get into trouble, all the time? 
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