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The Dismantling of the American Idol
James 2:1-10

Can you picture this scene taking place in some network boardroom?

The network executive went to the boardroom, as was her custom, and stood up to read, and there was given to her the market analysis of the prophet Neilson.  She opened the book and found the place where it was written:
“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for they will watch endless re-runs all night long.”

“Blessed are those who mourn, for they will watch Oprah and Phil.”

“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst, for they’ll go to McDonald’s the second the commercial about the drive-through being open late ends.”

And she closed the book, gave it back to the administrative assistant, and sat down.  The eyes of all in the boardroom were fixed on her.  Then she began to say to them:  “You’ve just heard the lineup for the new season.  Go, and make disciples of all households, blurring their minds with all that we show, and molding them into the consumers we want them to be.  And always remember:  Proctor and Gamble are with you.”

If you’ve ever wondered what goes on behind the closed doors of the boardroom down at network headquarters, there it is.  Oh, it’s much more subtle than that, I supposed, but when the veneer is stripped away, something ugly is revealed.  Underneath the façade, we find that the mass media—in all of its forms—is often a factory which spins out idols or images for us to worship.  And all too often, we fall on our knees before the images they give us.

Our congregation, you see, is no different from the ones that first read the pastoral letter from James.  They, like us, were tempted to trade their baptismal identity for something else.  The images or idols that lure us may be more sophisticated, and those who produce them today more skillful.  So make no mistake:  modern idols are just as dangerous as those the prophets—like Isaiah—denounced, and of which James warns, because they make us forget who we are as God’s people.  They delude us into believing all sorts of lies about the nature of our existence.

But, to be honest, it’s hard not to worship the images which dance across our screens or catch our eye as we flip through the latest issue of People Magazine.  Much of what we see—at least what I see—is appealing in some way.  It tantalizes us, tempting us to believe that what we see is real, that what we see is what we should become.  Do you remember the commercial Andre Agassi, who retired from professional tennis following his loss at the US Open last week, did several years ago for Canon?  He did his best to convince us that “image is everything,” and, from what I can tell, he did a pretty good job.

That truth was hammered home to me this week.  My older daughter, Rachel, has been in kindergarten for only two weeks.  A couple of mornings ago, when Alayne was getting her dressed for school, she resisted the outfit that Alayne had picked out.  It wasn’t that she didn’t like the color or the style.  No, she didn’t want to wear it because she had worn it the week before, and that, she insisted to her mother, would never do.  “After all, Rachel insisted, “my friends have already seen it.”  (As far as we can tell, no one at Peak View Elementary seems to have been traumatized by Rachel’s wearing that outfit again that day.)
The image-makers are crafty, aren’t they?  They use our own desires and thoughts and wishes to seduce us into believing their lies.  They use their knowledge about us to fashion gods which we’ll buy into.  And, if we’re not careful, we’ll find ourselves bowing before some reduced idea of who we should be.  That’s what one of my favorite writers has suggested about us, that we don’t go after things which are false nearly as much as we settle for a drastically reduced definition of what it means to be human.

And that’s what has happened.  We in the church have yielded the task of defining the nature of our humanity to the culture, and they gladly hold up for us models—or images—of who we should be.  You know what the trouble is?  Those images aren’t real.  They’re shallow; they are less-than.

And yet, the images keep coming at us, forcing us to decide who we will be, forcing us to decide if we’ll settle for less than God intends for us.  God has said, “You are a people created to love.”  But the culture has turned love into a sentimental thing, something which can be bought and sold, something to be done when it’s convenient.  Which picture is right?

The church says that all people have value and worth.  But the world tells us that only those of a particular race, creed, nationality, or financial level count.  Who is right?

The church says that the most important thing in life is being who God created you to be—people chosen and loved simply because of God’s grace.  In baptism, the church gives us a new identity—beloved child of God—and reminds us that we do not have to do anything to earn God’s love.  But then, we send the baptized out into a world which doesn’t even notice that they are dripping in baptismal waters, and what the world tells them is that if they are going to be loved (or accepted) then they are going to have to produce.  “Just do it,” goes the cry, “and if you do enough and get enough and consume enough and wield enough power, then we will love you.”  As one song puts it, the world will love you as long as you’re the shiniest star, but the second you start to fade, you’re history.

Do you see how it works?  The culture does its best to convince us that image is everything.  And they are right—image is everything.  But where they have messed up is getting the image wrong.  We are, after all, made in the image of God, and in the waters of baptism we are sealed by the Holy Spirit and marked as Christ’s own forever.  In that way, the community of faith is stamping an identity—an image—of who we really are over all the lesser identities that seek to define us.

That is the issue which James is addressing.  He is writing to a bunch of churches made up of poor people who fawn over the rich and powerful.  He paints a picture of their kowtowing to the powerful while ignoring the poor.  While that may seem like nothing more than poor manners—or in the context of the church, poor hospitality—it is really something far more insidious.  To show partiality to anyone in the community is to undermine the theology of baptism that is central to all the church is and does.
The temptation, you see, is to replace baptism as the distinctive mark of humanity for something else.  And what the church wants to remind ourselves of every time we gather—and even between our gatherings—is that we do not draw lines the way the world does.  No, as the grounding vision of our LOGOS program says, and we hammer it home time and again, “You are a beloved child of God, and I’m going to treat you that way.”

I’ve quoted before from the relatively new catechism developed for children in the Presbyterian Church.  I have found it to be particularly rich and I am hopeful that we will begin to incorporate it into our programs here.  I want you to hear the first six questions and responses:

Question 1. Who are you?  I am a child of God.
Question 2. What does it mean to be a child of God?  That I belong to God, who loves me.
Question 3. What makes you a child of God?  Grace — God's free gift of love that I do not deserve and cannot earn.

Question 4. Don't you have to be good for God to love you?  No. God loves me in spite of all I do wrong.

Question 5. How do you thank God for this gift of love?  I promise to love and trust God with all my heart.

Question 6. How do you love God?  By worshipping God, by loving others, and by respecting what God has created.

As I mentioned, these questions are from a catechism designed for children, but I am convinced that adults need to hear that central claim of the church over and over again.  The temptation to trade our baptismal identities for some other identity is simply too great for us to think that children and youth are the only ones who need to be reminded of it.  It takes a lifetime to nurture that truth in us, and that’s why we speak of faith here as a journey.

In just a few moments we will highlight the call of many from among us who will be teaching in our Sunday morning classes, our Wednesday evening LOGOS program, our youth leaders, as well as those who serve as leaders in our music program.  It is their particular calling to remind us in countless ways that we belong to God.  We will promise to pray for them as they serve among us with energy, intelligence, imagination, and love.
I want to be clear about one thing.  I have mentioned throughout this sermon that the culture is doing its best to shape us to be the consumers they want us to be.  You could be led to get the idea that I am saying we need to insulate ourselves against culture’s corruptions, perhaps circling the wagons and hiding out here.  Because of that, I want to say it clearly:  God loves this world too much for us to withdraw from it.  What I am trying to say is that as you go into the midst of this world—this world that God loves—there will be people who will think less of you than God does.  And sometimes, you will have to cling to the truth about you that nobody else will see—you are God’s beloved child.  You are God’s beloved child.  The only way you can learn that is in the midst of this community.  So dive in; immerse yourself in the study of God’s Word; enroll in a Bible Study or a Sunday School class; become a part of our LOGOS program.  Do anything and everything to keep yourself close to the story that names you, the story of God’s overwhelming and overflowing love.  And may the God in whose image you are made fill you with great joy as you come into a deeper and fuller awareness that you belong to God, in life and in death.
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� This is a consistent theme in the writing of Walter Brueggemann, especially throughout his Finally Comes the Poet.


� This quote comes from a song by the Dixie Chicks.


� From Belonging to God:  A First Catechism which was developed by the Presbyterian Church (USA). 





