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In a perfect world, if we asked our children to do something, they would say, “Why certainly Father dear” and off they’d go to their requested task.  With only a gentle query, the bathroom would be picked up, the beds made, the table set and the dishes washed.
But, we don’t live in a perfect world.  5 days worth of dirty clothes are shoved under the bathroom cabinet.  Three days of dirty dishes are piled up in the sink, and you haven’t seen the top of your children’s beds in two and a half years.  

I’d even settle for an initial no, yet turn around and see the straw wrappers picked up and the TV remote where it belongs.  But no, we don’t live in a perfect world.  Neither did Jesus.

The religious elite, characterized by the Pharisees, claimed to follow the law.  They claimed to have said yes to God.  Jesus is saying that they may have promised to go out into the fields, but in reality, they haven’t done what they promised.  It’s the hypocrisy, the deceit that Jesus finds so unacceptable.  It’s just not a perfect world.


And, we’re not perfect people.  How often do we tell someone, “I’ll call next week and we can go to lunch”, yet get busy and never make the call.  Or tell the kids that we’ll play ball after we finish the next page of our book, yet somehow the ball lay still while page after page gets read.  It’s not that were bad people, or even insincere people, we just aren’t perfect and we get too busy to do what we have promised.

True, this is a problem and we all need to learn to keep our priorities clear.  But Jesus isn’t really talking about forgetting to do what we say.  He’s more concerned with a deliberate act of promising one thing and then not doing it.

Oh, we’ve all been there.  Sometimes it’s an easy way to avoid an uncomfortable situation.  We’ve said that we would call someone to smooth over an unpleasantness, yet keep putting it off until it would be of no use.  Or promise to review a proposal we really aren’t interested in and then not respond because we don’t want to hurt the others person’s feelings.

It’s rude and dishonest and almost always comes back to bite us, yet we do it.  It’s not a perfect world and we’re not perfect people.
But this same dynamic is played out in other ways as well.  What we’re talking about is integrity – that characteristic of doing what we say we’ll do and accepting the consequences of either our action or inaction.  Integrity – it’s so much more than a political sound bite.  Integrity is what allows us to count on one another.  Dealing with a person of integrity is so much easier than dealing with one who’s integrity is questionable.

Integrity is a real problem in our culture.  Has been for at least 40 years.  It has gotten to be such a problem that we often just assume that a politician is not going to do what she says she will do.  Labeling a public servant as having integrity is a badge of honor, when it should be as common as grass.

What just tears my heart apart is that these same issues of integrity are common place in the Church.  The list is entirely too long of public religious figures claiming to believe in certain “Christian” moral ideals and then break them in all too public a fashion.  

Too often, we hear people say that they have a clear sense of the Scripture on some issue ranging from just war theory, to human sexuality, to abortion, to ordained ministry.  At least, until they are reminded of some part of scripture that doesn’t jive with their own behavior or practice.  Then, we learn, that we have to look at the context of the passage before we can know it’s implied meaning.  For God’s sake, if someone is going to claim that every word of the Bible is literally true, then be willing to accept the consequences of that literalism. 
The only clear meaning of scripture that I will lay claim to is that it is a whole lot more complex than I will ever fully understand.

It is hard to live a life of integrity, especially if we take our religion, our public relationship with God, seriously.  We may find ourselves convicted of inconsistency.  We may have to learn some hard truths about our selves.  But the exercise is not only worth it, I believe that it is a vital part of our Christian journey.
I will readily admit that I have an inconsistent view of scripture.  I believe that the stories and decrees in scripture must be read through the lens of the cultural context in which they were written.  I believe that the universal truths of scripture are presented in parable and analogy.  Except for that part where Jesus says, “This is my body.  This is my blood.”  I think he really meant that.  Selective fundamentalism.

I accept that charge.  And I hope that if someone were able to argue for more instances of literalism that I would be willing to change.  See, being a person of integrity doesn’t mean always being right.  It does mean being willing to listen to and be changed by other positions or understandings.

We in the Church need to live with integrity.  As Stephen Carter would say, to do the hard work of discernment – carefully determining what we are called to do or say.  To take our stand publicly in how we live and act.  And to accept the consequences of our actions.

People of good will may disagree on an issue.  But a person of integrity will listen to the other’s belief and will treat it and the person with respect and dignity.  That’s right out of our Baptismal Covenant.

The Church has a long way to go in winning back the world’s trust.  It can only do that if the world sees Christians acting with integrity – accepting and emulating the actions and words of Christ.  It’s hard to get taken seriously if we continue to fight over the best way to serve the Prince of Peace.

That is, I think, a central part of Jesus intent – to win back the church from those that had failed to live up to its precepts.  Maybe that’s why he was so often harsh towards the religious elite.  He did not see them as acting with integrity.  They said yes and then didn’t do it.  They claimed to have a clear understanding of the law, but bent it into something that even the Son of God could not identify.

Jesus gives us hope.  In his parable, he told of two sons – the one who said yes and then didn’t perform, and the one who initially said no, but then came around and did as he was asked.

We are all that second child now and again.  We know what God asks of us.  We know right from wrong.  We know what it means to follow Christ, but we fall short.  Our lives say no to God.
Jesus says that if we change our mind and go out into the fields than we will have followed the will of the Father.  Sure, God would rather that we say yes and do it.  That we never sin – that we never display brokenness.  But God knows that that is not possible.  He died on the cross over that argument.  He knows that we will fail him.  Through Jesus we have redemption.

Jesus tells the Pharisees, and us, that even the worst sinners, those that have consistently said no to God, can change their mind and be in good stead with their God.  It is not too late to turn away form our sinfulness and accept the call of God the Father.
It is not too late to pick up our tools and go out into the Father’s field.  Nothing you or I have ever done is so bad that God won’t forgive it if we turn and do his will.

It’s not too late for us as a society, us as a Church, or us as individuals to accept the command of God and live lives of integrity.  To hear God’s call and rush out to his fields ready to do his will.

