Sermon – The Trouble with Integrity

Oct. 4, 2009 – Montreat PCUSA – World Communion Sunday
Job 1:1, 2:1-10 

1There was once a man in the land of Uz whose name was Job. That man was blameless and upright, one who feared God and turned away from evil. 

2:1One day the heavenly beings came to present themselves before the LORD, and Satan also came among them to present himself before the LORD. 2The LORD said to Satan, "Where have you come from?" Satan answered the LORD, "From going to and fro on the earth, and from walking up and down on it." 3The LORD said to Satan, "Have you considered my servant Job? There is no one like him on the earth, a blameless and upright man who fears God and turns away from evil. He still persists in his integrity, although you incited me against him, to destroy him for no reason." 4Then Satan answered the LORD, "Skin for skin! All that people have they will give to save their lives. 5But stretch out your hand now and touch his bone and his flesh, and he will curse you to your face." 6The LORD said to Satan, "Very well, he is in your power; only spare his life." 

7So Satan went out from the presence of the LORD, and inflicted loathsome sores on Job from the sole of his foot to the crown of his head. 8Job took a potsherd with which to scrape himself, and sat among the ashes. 

9Then his wife said to him, "Do you still persist in your integrity? Curse God, and die." 10But he said to her, "You speak as any foolish woman would speak. Shall we receive the good at the hand of God, and not receive the bad?" In all this Job did not sin with his lips. 

Psalm 26:1-12 

1Vindicate me, O LORD, 


for I have walked in my integrity, 


and I have trusted in the LORD without wavering. 

2Prove me, O LORD, and try me; 


test my heart and mind. 

3For your steadfast love is before my eyes, 


and I walk in faithfulness to you. 

4I do not sit with the worthless, 


nor do I consort with hypocrites; 

5I hate the company of evildoers, 


and will not sit with the wicked. 

6I wash my hands in innocence, 


and go around your altar, O LORD, 

7singing aloud a song of thanksgiving, 


and telling all your wondrous deeds. 

8O LORD, I love the house in which you dwell, 


and the place where your glory abides. 

9Do not sweep me away with sinners, 


nor my life with the bloodthirsty, 

10those in whose hands are evil devices, 


and whose right hands are full of bribes. 

11But as for me, I walk in my integrity; 


redeem me, and be gracious to me. 

12My foot stands on level ground; 


in the great congregation I will bless the LORD. 

Mark 10:2-16 

2Some Pharisees came, and to test him they asked, "Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?" 3He answered them, "What did Moses command you?" 4They said, "Moses allowed a man to write a certificate of dismissal and to divorce her." 5But Jesus said to them, "Because of your hardness of heart he wrote this commandment for you. 6But from the beginning of creation, 'God made them male and female.' 7'For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, 8and the two shall become one flesh.' So they are no longer two, but one flesh. 9Therefore what God has joined together, let no one separate." 

10Then in the house the disciples asked him again about this matter. 11He said to them, "Whoever divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery against her; 12and if she divorces her husband and marries another, she commits adultery." 

13People were bringing little children to him in order that he might touch them; and the disciples spoke sternly to them. 14But when Jesus saw this, he was indignant and said to them, "Let the little children come to me; do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs. 15Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will never enter it." 16And he took them up in his arms, laid his hands on them, and blessed them. 


A common image for Integrity is “when your insides match your outsides”.  In other words – when the person you show the world is the same person that you know yourself to be.  Integrity comes when we are whole persons – fully expressed – nothing seemingly hidden.  Job said it well when challenged by his wife – “do you still persist in your integrity?” He answered, “Shall we receive the good from the hand of God and not receive the bad?”   There is an older term in computing that applies – WYSIWIG – What You See Is What You Get.    This applied when operating systems and software could finally interpret the work on the computer screen just as it would appear when printed.   That was a big step in computing.   Yet we human beings – I venture to say – aren’t often WYSIWIG.   Most of us – if we are honest – have some Trouble with Integrity.


Let me test it this way – Is there a Job in the room?   Who among us – if faced with the challenges and struggles and misfortunes faced by Job would be able to hold back from doubting – or questioning – or even cursing God?   Perhaps you are present – perhaps you really might have the faithfulness and fortitude and integrity of Job.   If so – you are a better one than me.    I’ll be the first to admit that my relationship with God and my relationship with God’s children have Trouble with Integrity.   I’ll stand up here and preach – I’ll sit in my office or in the class room and teach – all about loving God and loving my neighbor as myself.   But when the rubber hits the road – and life becomes a steep climb – and loving my neighbor with whom I strongly disagree becomes more than difficult and even conflicted – I too find myself yelling out – “YOU LIE !”  In my pain to hold my fears within – they sometimes come tumbling out – and in my human vulnerability – my integrity lies shattered on the floor.


Of course the book of Job is a metaphorical tale rather than the story of an actual human being.   This human caught in the struggle between heaven and hell - God and Satan – represents humanities struggle to be faithful in the midst of pain, humble in the midst of success, integrated in the midst of our vulnerable brokenness.    Job’s struggle is humanity’s struggle – it is our struggle – to be whole – to be well – to find integrity even in the midst of all that seeks to break us apart.


In our readings from Psalms this morning – the Psalmist sings a song of Integrity – we wonder who sang this Psalm – surely not King David or Solomon – for their struggles with integrity certainly echo our own.    But who is this who “walks in Integrity and Trusts in the Lord without Wavering”?   Again – I’m sure it is not anyone I know.   Bless them if they indeed live – and may they bless us with their sanctification and holiness.    Even Mother Teresa – saint in waiting – admits to struggling and wavering in her faith.  In her personal writings – revealed following her death – we find that at various times in her life she wrote about her struggles with faith.  “I have no Faith - I dare not utter the words & thoughts that crowd in my heart - & make me suffer untold agony," she wrote in an undated letter.

In 1956, she wrote: "Such deep longing for God and ... repulsed, empty, no faith, no love no zeal. ... Heaven means nothing, pray for me please that I keep smiling at Him in spite of everything."    


Yet isn’t it in admitting our brokenness, our vulnerability, our struggles – that we make strides towards true integrity.  Rather than hiding away the parts of ourselves where we hurt – where we are broken – where we are scarred.   Opening ourselves to our own brokenness becomes a path towards becoming more whole – more integrated.  I find – along with many – that Mother Teresa’s struggles with faithfulness make her that much more of a Saint – that much more sanctified – that much more real.   She is not just another figure to be put on a pedestal in the realm between God and humanity – but like the incarnate one himself – is truly with us – struggling among the Troubles with Integrity – struggling to be human and therefore also Holy.   Rather than suppressing part of herself – Teresa struggled to express – even that which gave her deep pain.


The Pharisees came to test Jesus – they asked him about Divorce and what the Law says about divorce.   Jesus – as is most often his tact – answers a question with a question “What did Moses Command You?”  In other words – You and I both know what the Law says – but what do you think it intends?   The Pharisees respond with the common interpretation of the time – “Moses allowed a man to write a certificate of dismissal and to divorce her."   


Wait a minute - think about this literal interpretation of the Law of Moses.   A Man who wished to divorce his wife could simply write a certificate of dismissal for whatever purpose he deemed fit – and divorce her.   In that culture he was then free to re-marry – she was a ruined woman with no rights what so ever.   He had no responsibility to justify his actions or to take care of her or the children whom he fathered with the woman.   It was – needless to say – an unjust law in regards to the rights of women.   


Continuing on - Jesus responds by saying "because of your hardness of heart he wrote this commandment for you.”   Consider – at the time it was a common understanding that our thoughts emanated not from our brains, but from our hearts.   Basically Jesus is saying to the Pharisees - in today’s understanding – because you are so stupid and thickheaded – Moses gave you the simplest command – open your minds and open your hearts and hear an enlightened interpretation on divorce.   “from the beginning of creation,” Jesus quotes Genesis, “'God made them male and female.' 'For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh.' So they are no longer two, but one flesh. Therefore what God has joined together, let no one separate."   


Yes Enlightened – it certainly was – especially for the time.    Jesus re-interprets the Law of Moses through the over riding lens of the Story of Creation – the original blessing offered to Adam and to Eve.   Instead of an unfair Law which basically let the Man do what ever he wished and left the Woman destitute, ruined, and alone – Jesus advocates for equality of the genders.   According to Jesus – the understanding and interpretation of the Law of Moses as practiced in his age was unjust, unfair, and in fact – not of God.   


When the Disciples ask for further clarification of what Jesus meant – he repeats his radical and fair interpretation “"Whoever divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery against her; and if she divorces her husband and marries another, she commits adultery."   There is no difference whether it is a man sinning or a woman sinning – it is sin.   Again – understand how radical this understanding was for the time and place that Jesus lived in.  Married men had absolute power over their wives in most circumstances as far as the Law was concerned.     Think of Naomi – who had to return as a widow and seek the kindness of her closest living male relative.   Think of the woman at the Well – who had to come out at the hottest part of the day to collect water – because she had been divorced by her husband and therefore by her community as well.   Jesus was indeed a more enlightened and much more fair advocate for the rights of women and for the integrity of men. 


There is that word once again – Integrity.   In my work with college students on the campus of Appalachian State – I spend time talking with many students about this concept of integrity.  Integrity comes up in conversations about faith and life, about choices and decisions.  Specifically it comes up when we talk about how they can seek to integrate what they believe in their Christian faith with what they do in their lifestyle choices they are making in during college.    I am under no illusion that young adults in their late teens and early 20’s are going to become fully integrated selves.  But I do try to challenge them with the concept of integrity – which I juxtapose with the compartmentalized and emotionally, cognitively, spiritually, sexually - segregated selves that our 21st century culture seems to promote.   


On the topic of Sexuality for example – just this past Thursday I found myself in a conversation with a young woman on the topic of integrity as it relates to sex and sexuality.    On one hand she is aware that her body, emotions, passions – her insides – are telling her to express her sexual self through becoming sexually active.  Externally - popular culture is telling her to “just do it”.  Religious culture is saying – along with her own religious upbringing - that Sexual expression outside of marriage is bad.  In this case her boyfriend is also sending somewhat mixed signals  - but primarily saying that he can’t handle the temptation of her sexuality and therefore they have to break-up. The reason he gives is - because they are not ‘glorifying God’.  Needless to say – this young woman is struggling – and there are thousands of confused young people struggling to find integrity in a compartmentalized and confused culture.


In her book – Sex and the Soul – author Donna Frietas evaluates a study she conducted among college students on Religious, State and Private campuses.   She finds that on both Religious campuses that primarily have an Abstinence Only approach to sexual activity and on the State and private campuses where the “hook-up” culture seems to prevail – there is a deep struggle with integrity.   The abstinence only students must suppress their sexual, emotional, and often cognitive selves only able to express their spiritual selves – while the hook-up students often end up suppressing their emotional, cognitive and spiritual selves – while drinking heavily so their sexual selves can be let loose.    In such a dualistic – either/or culture – not surprisingly – many students fail to consider or perceive that there is more integrated middle way.   


It just so happens that on the same day I was having this conversation with this young woman – the Bible Thumping – Condemn You to Hell Preachers were doing their thing in the middle of campus.   An interesting contrast I thought to myself.


Jesus lived and walked in a land where the excesses of the Roman world stood in stark contrast with the Strict Legalism of Pharisaic Judaism.   In his time as we have seen - Jesus saw beyond the dualistic perception of a black and white world and consistently pulled back the cover on the colorful complexities of human reality – and of the Kingdom’s promise.   As he challenged the un-just legalistic application of the Divorce laws of his day – he also challenges the easy-out, quick and painless – no consequence divorces of our own age.    Jesus challenges us all to consider the consequences of our decisions – with integrity – having no illusion that our sinfulness does not cause brokenness, does not cause pain.   Yet as with all sin – Jesus does not leave us there – like the Bible Thumping, Fire and Brimstone folks on the Mall.  Instead of condemning us to hell - Jesus offers redemption and a return to wholeness. 


When I speak with students about Sex and Sexuality – or with them about any topic as it relates to issues of striving towards being integrated persons – I try not to judge them.  Instead I ask them – “is it Well for you” - drawing on Deuteronomy 6- God’s desire that it may be well with God’s people.    Instead of talking about what is right and what is wrong – I try to talk with them about what is Well – what is healthy – what is integrated – what is whole.  I challenge them to consider decisions with their whole selves – head, heart, spirit – as well as other parts.


If and when they become sexually active or as they continue to be sexually active – I challenge them to be fully present and integrated in their sexuality – emotionally, cognitively, spiritually, physically, and sexually.    I also challenge that their partner – should also be so fully present – and that before becoming sexually active – they need to have an honest conversation about integrity – and about what is well for each of them.  I also challenge them to stay as sober as possible.  Way too often – alcohol is the excuse for having done something that they really didn’t intend to do.      


Needless to say – this blows their minds - a pastor who doesn’t judge and condemn sex – but instead challenges them to make it the best sex ever.   Perhaps I am blowing your minds as well.   But – hey – I work with college students and young adults and I myself am striving for Integrity.   I do this with students – because I believe that the reality for the church is that young adults are hungry and thirsty for authentic honest presence.   I believe that many inside and outside the Church are longing for a church and a culture to stop treating them like children – who can only deal in concrete black and white certainty.  They long for mentors, teachers, and even preachers to come into their lives and who will teach in complex – integrated – shades of gray – and all the colors of the rainbow.   They long for the Gospel – not simplified – not marketed – not programmed – but embodied and expressed in faithful mentors and friends who will stay present with them – even when they want to talk about things like sex.  But not only sex – also all that confusing internal stuff – that more often than not – we have done so well to suppress and simply condemn as bad.


The trouble with proclaiming an Integrated Gospel – is that we all struggle with integrity ourselves.   I don’t know if anyone ever fully achieves absolute integrity – but this does not keep us from striving and struggling.   Thankfully we worship a God of Grace who doesn’t require absolute integrity, doesn’t require any kind of perfection – God only seeks faithfulness, and desires that it may be well with us – with all of us.  


Here at the Table of our Lord – on this World Communion Sunday - we are asked to remember.  To re-member – to come together – to bring all of our struggling, striving, often compartmentalized – emotions suppressed - minds running the show – spirits somewhere around here – and even our sexual (to often un-invited) selves – to this table.    Through this meal to which Christ calls us – we individually and corporately – re-member – we become an Integrated – rather than a segregated people – here and now.    

In the name of the one who calls us – every single part of us – to be present with him. Amen.

