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Refocusing Our Gaze 
Preached by Rev. Dr. Linda Even 

United Church of Fayetteville 
March 4, 2018 

Third Sunday in Lent 
The Lord’s Supper 

 
    For reflection: “The self-righteous scream judgments against others to hide the noise of skeletons dancing in 
their own closets.”   John Mark Green 

 
Hebrew Scripture:  Psalm 7: 3-12 (adapted)  
Please join me in our responsive psalm seeking God's righteousness and justice in our own lives.                               
Lord my God, if we have done wrongly; if there is wrong in our hands,  
if we have repaid allies with harm or plundered our foes without cause,  
then let that enemy pursue and overtake us.    
Rise up, O Lord, in your anger; lift yourself up. 
Awake, O God; you have appointed a judgment.  
Let the assembly of the peoples be gathered around you, 
and over it take your seat on high.  
The Lord judges the peoples;  
judge us, O Lord, according to our righteousness and according to the integrity that is in us.  
O let the evil of the wicked come to an end,  
but establish the righteous, you who test the minds and hearts, O righteous God.  
God is our shield, who saves the upright in heart.  
God is a righteous judge, and a God who has indignation every day.  
If we do not repent, God will let us bear the consequences of our deeds.  
 
Gospel Reading:  Matthew 7:1-5 
Do not judge, so that you may not be judged. For with the judgment you make you will be judged, and the 
measure you give will be the measure you get. Why do you see the speck in your neighbor’s eye, but do not 
notice the log in your own eye?  Or how can you say to your neighbor, ‘Let me take the speck out of your 
eye,’ while the log is in your own eye?  You hypocrite, first take the log out of your own eye, and then you 
will see clearly to take the speck out of your neighbor’s eye. 
 
Sermon: Refocusing our Gaze 

It's a challenging time to be a Christian.  The air waves are filled with hate speech; there is an all too 
frequent hail of bullets flying through public spaces;  trolling, tweet storms and insult are raised to art 
forms;  the rich get richer, the poor get poorer; and the planet struggles.  There is no privacy or chance to 
make the smallest mistake outside the public eye and public excoriation is enough to destroy an image, 
even an entire career in unredeemable infamy.  Little wonder we'd rather huddle in our homes or churches 
or whatever other enclave we've deemed a safe gathering of like-minded people and avoid contact with 
those outside the fold.   

We do that in a variety of ways – some literal – some using the power of words—filling the air 
waves with bumper-sticker responses like "not my Bible" or other cutely creative bursts of condemning wit.  
For the record, Scripture was never your Bible or my Bible or any individual's or individual community's or 
faith tradition's Bible.    

We might take another tack.  We might define our neighbors as those who agree with us or those 
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who need us, instead of recognizing that however we might define "us,” neighbors are all the others –
whether they agree with us or whether they need us.  And newsflash—we can have neighbors who agree 
with us and don't need us and those who don't agree with us and need us.     

We are sorely tempted to choose the easy way of sheltering in place. Yet we also know that Jesus 
didn't call us out of the world.  He called us into it, telling us not to judge our neighbors, let we be judged 
and to love our neighbors as ourselves.   Easy for him to say.  Except it wasn't. 

One of the great gifts of our Scriptures, our God and all the people of faith who went before us is 
that there is no pretense, no illusion that all our neighbors are nice helpful people (or even that we are).   
Our faith inheritance grasps the totality of human nature—that  people—all  people—can and do lie, act for 
their own best interests, betray others, and take advantage of the poor, the alien, the refugee, the 
stranger, women, children, and men who have less power or money or means to provide for themselves.   
Those who wrote our Scriptures weren't wearing rose-colored glasses, and they tell us that despite all we 
know about human nature God and Jesus still tell us not to judge our neighbors, lest we be judged and to 
love our neighbors as ourselves. 

Does that mean we are supposed to accept all behaviors and words as acceptable; not to respond 
when we or others are hurt; to adopt some fuzzy, edgeless "anything goes" theology of human interaction?  
Of course not!  In fact, Scripture, including some of the texts we have heard in recent weeks, reminds us 
that we have an obligation to respond, not just to neighbors in need, but to neighbors whose behaviors 
rend the fabric of the human community. 

Especially in Lent, but in every season, Christians are called to first examine themselves, their own 
actions, hearts and spirits, to acknowledge our own human frailties, failings and sins, and so not set 
ourselves above our neighbors.  Being aware of our own shortcomings, having repented and opened 
ourselves to God's refining, redemptive work in us, we can then turn our gaze to the world around us.  We 
don't wait until God's work in us is done, because we will not be perfected in this lifetime.  But we do so 
only when we have encountered the mercy and justice of God in our own lives.  And do note, ours is a God 
of justice AND mercy, not justice OR mercy, as though one is available for some (like us) and the other to 
rain down on the heads of others.        
 Aware, repentant and healing, we shift our gaze from ourselves to our neighbors – everyone else.  
But, how do we love our neighbors as ourselves, judge not lest we be judged AND hold others accountable 
for actions contrary to the purposes of God.  We refocus our gaze from hearts and spirits to behaviors.   
Too often our casual familiarity with psychology and the impact of the Oprah-fication of America means we 
think we are competent to diagnose someone else or read their minds and interpret what their motivations 
must be. Only God can know and heal the heart of another.  Only God and that individual can know their 
intentions or their motivations.    To do, say or think elsewise is to put ourselves in the place of God.  

I have heard myself say and can hear the unspoken thoughts right now—of many of us saying we 
don't do that.  However, we do if instead of addressing the behaviors, we condemn the people who use 
them or condemn the people who have different opinions than ours.  It sounds like this –when we hear 
these words coming of our mouths:  "Those people are—racists, fascists, homophobic, xenophobic, 
misogynists … "  That's judging hearts.  It sounds like this—when we hear these words coming of our 
mouths:  " Those people are Republicans or Democrats  or Christians – I don't even want to talk with them, 
let alone be associated with them."  "Those people don't care about anything but money."   "They are in 
the pocket of big oil, the NRA, big industry, the labor unions…"   That's judging the minds and spirits, 
assuming they aren't smart, or presuming to know the motivation for behaviors, without understanding 
priorities of others—judging, I dare say, as we would not wish to be judged.  Those examples are a 
sophisticated and subtle form of hate language, but are hate language nonetheless.      

As Christians, we are called to do the hard work, first, of refocusing our gaze from hearts and minds 
of others, which we cannot know, to behaviors.  It is appropriate to identify and name unacceptable 
behaviors.  It is unacceptable to use hate speech.  It is unacceptable to shoot others.  It is unacceptable to 
fail to address easy access to weapons.  It is unacceptable to abuse or discriminate against people solely 
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because we can—whether it be due to national origins, ethnicity, religion, gender or sexual orientation.  It 
is unacceptable to allow God's creation to die.  It is unacceptable to use God's gifts, be they personal 
talents, family, community, faith or treasure for one's own pleasure alone.   

It is our Christian calling to respond to unacceptable behaviors by focusing on the behaviors 
themselves and the means for changing or ending them.  There is a vast array of  methodologies available 
to us:  praying, writing letters to government officials; writing letters to the editor; drafting and changing 
laws, voting people in or out of office; protesting in its various forms;  providing health care, including 
mental healthcare;  supporting education for people besides our own children;  responding to bullies; 
seeing that those who use hate speech lose access to public forums;  product and person boycotts;  doing 
whatever it takes to make automatic and semi-automatic weaponry inaccessible to the general public of 
any age; using the courts and legal system to protect society from those behaviors put others at significant 
risk; engaging in actual conversation, rather than being focused on winning an argument, with people with 
whom we don't agree, whose needs or priorities are likely different than ours      

For Christians: 
It is acceptable to hold different opinions about what ought to be done in all these circumstances.  

It is unacceptable to refuse to talk with, and especially to refuse to listen to people who hold different 
opinions.   It is unacceptable to use hate speech, stereotyping or violence even in response to these same 
things. "He/they started it" should have dropped out of our responsive repertoires by the time we were 
seven years old.    It is acceptable to judge behaviors as consistent or inconsistent with the word of God 
throughout Scripture.   It is unacceptable to judge people—which is God's purview alone.   We who trust in 
God's judgement and mercy for ourselves need to trust in God's redemptive calculus in the lives of others 
and not take it upon ourselves.      

When the Board was considering a theme and related actions, studies and communications in 
response to the events of our world that led to the adoption of "Love your neighbor as yourself,” it had 
three undergirding criteria for response: 

1)That the response be positive – not "not-based;” 
2) that it was grounded in Christianity; and 
3) that we not single out any particular group of neighbors for affirmation or  
 condemnation above or beneath others.   
We invite, support, encourage and seek to develop critical thinking.  At its best, critical thinking is 

creative.  It educates minds, solves problems and learns from history.  Critical thinking is not relentless 
criticism.  And, even at its best, critical thinking never changes hearts or elevates spirits.  Vision does that.   
And hopeful vision is the church’s business and calling. So if we want vision, if we want "love our neighbors 
as ourselves,” as Jesus calls us to do, then we need to work inside and outside the church with people with 
whom we disagree, whose beliefs we do not share, be they Christian, Sikh, Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, 
Republican, Democrat, Independent, NRA members, the rich and the poverty stricken,  ...  We’re called to 
righteousness, not self-righteousness.  We are called to join hands and hearts with our neighbors, not to 
announce that we are smarter, more faithful, pure, loving, kind, just or less needy than they are.    

That is the kind of relationship building necessary and Christian response necessary for the doing of 
justice and moving toward peace which the world so desperately needs.  

   
Invitation to the Table 
 
Friends:  This is the feast of God for the people of God.  Come to the table this day to be strengthened for 
the journey, filled with the passion and purposes of God for all creation, and granted a Spirit of hope for 
our ministry and world.  
  


