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Called Out
A Pent 20--Matt 23:1-12


	I was in the third grade when I got called out.  That was our word for it in those days.  Calling someone out.  It meant challenging him or her to a fight after school--a sort of nineteen-seventies, California Central Valley version of flicking the fingers of your leather glove across a man's face and then throwing it at his feet, only in our case the results were much less extreme.  Nonetheless, once you were called out, word spread around the school, and you spent the rest of the day in stomach-fluttering anticipation.
	I don't remember why I was called out.  Only that it was done by my nemesis--a pasty, scrawny kid named Richie Shapiro whose wet lower lip suggested over-active salivary glands--and that we were to meet at the old oak tree in the park after school.  According to my mother, I came home for a snack before facing into this destiny, telling her with heavy fatalism that Richie had called me out and that, for honor's sake, I was going to have to make a showing.  The only other thing I remember is that when I got to the oak tree, no one was there.  I don't mean Richie wasn't there.  I mean no one was there.  It was as if, by some unspoken consensus, the entire third grade had agreed that the posturing and challenging and news flashing through the halls were just a way of whiling away the school day and not meant to be taken literally.  The next day at school was a normal one, and neither Richie nor I nor anyone else mentioned the calling out again.  Such are the mysterious social rituals of the suburban nine-year-old male.
	Well that's one way to be called out.  And this kind of calling out lies behind what's going on in our gospel passage today.  Scholars tell us that when Matthew wrote this gospel, he and his Christ-oriented community were in a bitter conflict with the community of Jews who carried on the tradition of the Pharisees.  So all Jesus' harsh criticisms of the Pharisees may in part reflect Matthew's later struggle with his fellow Jews read backwards into Jesus' time.  In other words, Matthew may be emphasizing these criticisms as a way of calling out the synagogue leaders of his own day for their differences with him and other Jesus-followers.
	But the church in Matthew's time, as in our own, was also called out in a different sense, for it was sometime in the later part of the first century that early Christian communities like Matthew's began to identify themselves by the Greek term ekklesia.  On its face, this word simply means the church, the gathered faithful.  (In fact its Latin cognate is still with us in words like ecclesiastical and ecclesiology.)  But ekklesia comes from a Greek root, klesis, which means "calling," and the prefix ek meaning "from" or "out of."  So the church's very name means to be called out, not in Richie Shapiro's sense of being called out to fight, but in a positive sense of being called out by God to spread God's kingdom of love and justice.  That's who we are, as the church.  We are ekklesia, the ones God calls out of our buildings and our insular communities and our safety zones, out into the world to speak Jesus in a language that people can understand.  
	That response to being called out, that impulse to tend to the real needs of the real world, was part of what prompted the Reformation in Europe, which we celebrate today.  Martin Luther and other leaders got tired of the way the church was using indulgences and other methods to suck money out of local communities and funnel it into the ostentatious, no-expense-spared Basilica of St. Peter in Rome.  That same outrage at corruption and injustice fueled Jesus's work fifteen hundred years before, and it should fuel our work too, as the ones called-out to meet the needs and hungers in our own day. 
	So that's another way of being called out.
	Then there is being called out on something.  This phrase, of course, means to have one's own less-than-favorable motive or agenda revealed, to be publicly called to account for a behavior or attitude that is not ethical.  This is exactly what Jesus is doing to the scribes and Pharisees in today's reading.  He is calling them out on the ways they inflate their public images with evidence of great piety, laying difficult commandments on others while failing in their own lives to practice what they teach.  In his commentary on Matthew, New Testament professor Douglas Hare cautions us to read this kind of calling out not in judgment of those Jesus is naming, but with an eye toward how we too might be implicated.  In what ways has our own faith life slipped toward the Pharisaical?  How might we have become inflated with our own honorific titles and shows of piety, while failing to act as the kind of servant and healer Jesus teaches us to be?
	Well, of course, I can't answer these questions for you.  You will have to do that.  But I can tell you that I had what feels like a pretty profound insight into this question in my own life recently.  As some of you may know, I was interviewed on a local, AM radio show last month.  I mentioned the Advent Pageants that we do here at Holy Faith, and after the show, the host invited me to bring a troop of our kids back to tape one of the plays for a special Christmas broadcast.  Needless to say, I was thrilled.  But when I followed up by email a couple weeks later I got no reply.  In fact, for almost ten days I kept trying to contact this radio show and heard nothing.  And I kept worrying at the issue in my mind, getting more and more paranoid, wondering if something I'd said had upset the host or maybe some of her listeners had called in with complaints.  And during this same time, though I didn't see the connection, the whole world took on this bleak cast for me.  Everything--all my efforts at the church and my personal relationships and activities--seemed to have amounted to so little.  I just felt like a failure.
	Then last Thursday I finally got an email back.  We were on for taping the pageant in a week and a half.  And of course, no one was upset or ignoring me.  I had made all that up.  The host of the show had simply been busy and slow with her email, as I often am myself.  Later that day I found myself joking and being silly with the kids, and I realized that my mood had unaccountably lifted.  I was no longer the distracted sad-sack around the house that I had been in recent days.  
	And that was when I caught on to myself.  It took forty years, but I figured it out: I am addicted to performing.  It's a primary driver in everything I do.  In fact the surges and crashes of my mood may best be explained by whether or not I am preparing for some kind of public song-and-dance or bathing in the all-too-brief afterglow of such an event successfully presented.  
	And I saw what a painful and lonely addiction this is, to put so much energy, so much self-worth, into always chasing the next chance to shine and be applauded and admired.  How like the Pharisees, who "do all their deeds to be seen by others."  And how empty this pursuit is, if it is not balanced by taking pleasure in the ordinary now, by relaxing into the easy, unimpressive, genuine self that actually forms nourishing relationships with God and with others.  That is the kind of self that I and you and everyone are, in fact, called into.
	Amen.
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