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Psalm 111

!Praise the LORD!
I will give thanks to the LORD with my whole heart,
in the company of the upright, in the congregation.
2 Great are the works of the LORD,
studied by all who delight in them.
3 Full of honor and majesty is his work,
and his righteousness endures forever.
*He has gained renown by his wonderful deeds;
the LORD is gracious and merciful.
>He provides food for those who fear him;
he is ever mindful of his covenant.
®He has shown his people the power of his works,
in giving them the heritage of the nations.
" The works of his hands are faithful and just;
all his precepts are trustworthy.
8 They are established forever and ever,
to be performed with faithfulness and uprightness.
°He sent redemption to his people;
he has commanded his covenant forever.
Holy and awesome is his name.
9The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom;
all those who practice itl2l have a good understanding.
His praise endures forever.

‘The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.’

Just yards from the North Sea, in the town of St. Andrews, what is left of the cathedral sits almost on the edge of
the city facing the waters of the sea. Only one major facade is left of the massive cathedral that allegedly held a bone or
fragment of St. Andrew, one of Jesus’ 12 disciples, making St. Andrews a popular pilgrimage site in the medieval period.
One can walk all over the cathedral grounds and also visit the grave sites of old Tom Morris and Young Tom Morries, a
champion golfer. One can stand on the grassy loam and look up and try to imagine what it would have been like to be
standing in the medieval cathedral which in his time was the largest in Scotland.

One of the questionable outcomes of the Reformation was the emptying of the holy orders and monasteries and
the iconoclasm of pilgrimage sites and shrines to saints. In St. Andrews and Perth and other places John Knox preached
fiery sermons against worshipping idols, and people would leave the services and destroy any figures in and around
churches that were dedicated to saints or that were believed to be objects of veneration. Walking around many pre-

Reformation areas today is an exercise in observing empty pedestals where figures of saints or other statuettes once stood
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but were dismantled due to the zealous fervor of Protestant worshippers who believed veneration of such objects veered
into idolatry. Unfortunately due to such puritanical populist impulses, a significant amount of medieval art and stone
sculptures were also destroyed. In fact, many of the stones that were once part of St. Andrew’s Cathedral, were carried off
and re-purposed by townspeople for their walls, fences, and even their homes. Perhaps, unwittingly, our Protestant
forbears illustrate to us just how difficult unmasking all the idols can be, as if we could remove a few graven images and
think we have ridded our world of all demonic threats and bottled up sin and protected ourselves from worshipping all
the things that are not God.

Perhaps more cautiously, another Reformed forebear, John Calvin, though reminds us that the most dangerous
idol factory of all is not some sinister Dr. Evil looking compound out there, but the human heart in here. ‘The human
heart, Calvin is to have said, ‘is a factory of idols.” Which I take to mean the place we should begin taking down graven
images and misplaced devotion to other gods, is not out there in some crusade against the religious infidels or by pulling
all the specks out of our neighbors eyes, but by dealing with our own propensity to create idols, worship lots of things
that are not God, and to elevate things that are not God to divine status.

This week [ was going through some old correspondence and re-arranging some files and found a letter from
someone who was probably at the height of their professional achievement. They had been named by their colleagues as
the best in their craft and had achieved way more professionally than many believed possible. In the note, they wrote
these words, ‘Amidst the fanfare and applause, the challenge of humility is ever present. I certainly welcome your prayers
in that regard.” The theologian Reinhold Niebuhr, cautioned that we are most susceptible to our worst not when we are
having a bad day or even feeling mediocre, but we are most susceptible to our worst impulses when we are at our best,
when we have hit a home run, when we have excelled and made really considerable achievements. It is at that point that
we are most likely to be captivated by the idols or to worship our own success, performance, and achievement, as the
divine. I mean, I am not usually tempted to build a gold calf and put it in the middle of the chancel and worship it or build
a bunch of pedestals to venerate and worship figurines, but there are plenty other idols my heart is capable of creating.

This summer [ had an opportunity to review a book on the virtue of humility and I was not looking forward to it
because I think it is hard to be humble, much less teach others about it, and even more difficult or impossible to pretend
one has mastery of humility and has achieved a sufficient level of it to be able to explain it, teach it, and show others how
to acquire it. Just this week [ watched a very average biopic on Prime video about the founder of Amazon Jeff Bezos. One

of his early enemies and nemeses was the CEO of Barnes and Noble, Leonard Riggio, who is depicted as demeaning Bezos



early in his career and ridiculing his idea to create the largest bookstore in the world not to mention the largest merchant
in the world. One almost feels compelled to root for Riggio as the underdog in the drama. And Riggio, himself is someone
who ran tons of independent bookstores out of business with his Barnes and Noble superstores, and is not necessarily a
character to feel sorry for in the film. But at least from what I watched, there was a bit of vindictiveness that fueled some
of Bezos drive, not just proving his detractor wrong but destroying his entire book empire, too.

And just this week, in listening to a retail report, the news correspondent was reporting from a shopping mall,
half of which was no longer occupied, and the rest of which was not doing a significant amount of commerce. The
correspondent was lamenting if shopping malls could survive or were quickly becoming retail dinosaurs. Imagine getting
into a time machine and going back to 1985 and telling someone there that shopping malls would be extinct in the next
generation because of the exponential growth of e-commerce. I am no advocate for shopping malls, but I think these
occurrences do point us to the phenomenon that less human interaction is occurring in these public spaces and I am not
sure that is good for anyone, and second, we live in and in some ways thrive on a culture that punishes weakness and
thrives on competition, a culture that worships at the altar of self-fulfillment and self-expression as the sole end of
humanity, so maybe an opportunity to celebrate and remember humility is should not be passed up, but embraced. Or to
paraphrase from our psalm, humility before God is the beginning of wisdom. That is not the dominant gospel message in
a world where ‘touchdown Jesus’ is a more celebrated image of God than crucified Jesus.

Back to the Bezos movie..when pressed about his obsession with Barnes & Noble, Bezos declared, ‘I want to
make history’ as his justification for total victory in the world of e-commerce competition. In contrast, a life formed by
‘the fear of the Lord as the beginning of wisdom, might strike the Jeff Bezos and Silicon Valley oligarchs of our world as
unambitious or bland or not very high achieving. Who wants to own our flaws, admit that we need other people to
flourish and embrace our own humanity; who wants to admit that we are dependent creatures who may or may not make
so-called history, but whose lives matter to God.

This month thirty-nine years ago, as they were leaving church, a ten year old boy who was in my confirmation
class and his mother, a second grade teacher in our town, were abducted from the church parking lot and later slain for a
couple of dollars, some family rings, and a new pair of tennis shoes. As one can imagine, this event threw my ten year old
life, my family’s life, our church’s life, and our little community’s life into chaos, fear, and anxiety. While those events are
seared into my memory, 39 years later, most of the people who were around or were there are gone or elsewhere. The

father, while still alive, went off the grid long ago and can barely be found even with the most diligent internet search. An



easily forgotten tragedy. A terrible event. Lives that made a terrible kind of history but for now are lost and largely
forgotten. So why bring this tragic moment to our attention here, why remember these largely forgotten lives in the world
of now. Because ultimately our lives are not for crushing the competition or even for making history or to be reduced to
one tragic event lost in the mist of history, but because our lives are for God. We belong to God. To flourish before God,
not matter what befalls us. To enjoy seeing our friends and neighbors and even our enemies find what it means to flourish
as well. To realize that there is much more to life than our own self-perpetuation, and to acknowledge that each one of us
belongs to God and is remembered in the heart of God and is at our best, not when we are independent and autonomous,
but when we are dependent and tethered to each other.

So our task is a harder one than making history or winning at life; it is to be wise. To practice fear of the Lord and
to unmask idolatries that equate God with easy celebrations of success and power and who gets to make history. To
embody a wisdom that helps us remember lives that cannot be forgotten in the life of God. To put into practice a wisdom
that helps us see each other, not just as competition in life, but people who we can depend on and who help us to thrive
in service to Jesus Christ. May we stumble into and be humbled by such wisdom our whole life long in service to Jesus

Christ our Lord. Amen.



