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• Over the last few years, we’ve heard disturbing reports from Syria about the 
destruction of cultural treasures. The Temple of Bel in Palmyra provides a 
worrisome example. It appears that those perpetrating these acts of 
terrorism are sometimes motivated by principle. From their perspective, ISIS 
soldiers are destroying idols. According to the Centre on Religion & 
Geopolitics, they think that any cultural or religious artifact alien to their 
tradition is an invitation to polytheism, whether the artifact has been 
worshipped or not.  Paradoxically, some of these same people also sell 1

these treasures on the black market, or deliberately overlook this illicit 
practice. 

• It’s bewildering to read about those who don’t value human culture enough 
to preserve world-class monuments. Yet, not everyone recognizes how 
beautiful paintings, sculpture and fine buildings enhance human life and 
enlarge people's souls. Noticing this can lead us to ask a probing question: 
Do we have a comparable stake in recognizing spiritual treasures, and their 
source in God?   (pause) 

• We do not find a ‘Tiffany-window’ Jesus in our Gospel today. He mockingly 
laments those who misunderstand or ignore him. In doing so, he quotes a 
common saying to criticize those who want everything on their own terms. 
They are like people who entertain others, and then complain about lousy 
compliments. And like folks who whine, and then are angry when no one 
notices. They focus only on themselves, and judge everything by their 
limited standards. Is there any comfort in Jesus' words, or only challenge? 

• Observing how his contemporaries behave like children, Jesus offers a 
revealing comment. John the Baptist fasted from food and alcohol, and 
people said he was possessed. Then, when Jesus feasted, and drank wine at 
dinners with bad characters, people called him a glutton and a drunk. 
Explaining himself, Jesus says ‘wisdom is vindicated by her deeds.’ But 

© Stephen Holmgren 2017 / Sermon for Proper 9  A 17, July 9, 2017                                       !1



P R O P E R    9,  July 9,  2017, Year A

where does real wisdom come from? Jesus speaks mysteriously about 
revelation. He says, "no one knows the Son except the Father, and no one 
knows the Father except the Son--and anyone to whom the Son chooses to 
reveal him." Our Jewish and Christian concept of revelation centers on how 
God chooses to reveal things to us that we could not know by ourselves. So, 
how does revelation differ from other kinds of knowledge? 

• Paintings and buildings are simply there, there for us to encounter and 
perceive. Insight comes from our study and reflection on them. In a parallel 
way, truth from God comes in multiple forms, sometimes through prophetic 
utterances, writings, and miraculous signs; and also in the person of Jesus. 
In the same way that paintings and buildings are simply there, Scripture is 
also simply there, available for us to hear and read. And then, as with art and 
architecture, we can employ analysis and reflection. But there is an 
additional dimension to revelation, which makes it categorically different 
from art and architecture. With revelation, there is something more; and this 
‘something more’ that we see and know, depends on something that 
transcends our ability to see and know. It depends on what God gives and 
reveals to us. In Scripture, we see and hear God’s self-disclosure. 

• Natural monuments, like Victoria Falls and the Grand Canyon, share a basic 
quality with paintings and great buildings. They are there, there for everyone 
to see. The only limitation to seeing them is getting to where they are. The 
fruit of revelation is different. Though anyone could have seen Jesus enter 
Jerusalem on what we call ‘Palm Sunday,’ not everyone perceived how he 
fulfilled God’s words from Zechariah (in our first reading), about the messianic 
king’s arrival on a donkey. 

• Compared with natural, visual perception, apprehending revelation involves 
mystery. Anyone with functioning eyesight can see clouds over the prairie 
and stars in the night sky. Likewise, when Scripture is read in church, anyone 
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can hear the words. But not everyone perceives the revelation within them. 
Something more, something not fully definable, is at work with revelation. 
We need to be prepared to receive the special revelation given to us by 
God, and not just look for something generally available that we can find 
and learn by ourselves. This helps to keep us from confusing aspects of the 
Creator’s handiwork, with the Creator who made them. 

• Here we encounter a cultural resistance many of us share. When it comes to 
God, we resist particularity! For example, when I was single, I wanted to find 
someone who was interested in me, and not just a person who abstractly 
wanted to be with someone else, in general way. When we find someone in 
whom we are particularly interested, and when that interest is reciprocal, we 
have found someone special. Yet, for some reason, we hesitate from 
accepting this as being true in our relationship with God. 

• This is what has been called ‘the scandal of particularity.’ We resist the idea 
that God chose Israel as special among all the nations. And we resist 
accepting Jesus being the unique incarnation of God, whose particular 
saving role differs from all other figures like the Buddha or Muhammad. We 
prefer to think that if Jesus is special for the world, then he will be like the 
sun in the sky, and that everyone can see him, equally clearly. 

• Here, we must remember how Baptism, and our journey through death to 
the other side, are not like the proverbial drop of water returning to the sea. 
In the Spirit, we are embraced, individually and liturgically, as named 
persons. Through the particular and unique incarnation of God, divine 
particularity embraces human particularity! 

• Our Christian idea of revelation involves both what is generic and what is 
particular. We receive generic revelation from God through the Book of 
Nature, in Common Grace. Yet, we also receive revelation through 
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relationships that are particular. After all, as John reminds us, the Law did 
not drop down from heaven on a stone found lying in a field. The Law came 
through Moses, and Grace and Truth have come through Jesus Christ. These 
are examples of particularity! 

• And so, we hear Jesus say those baffling words: "... no one knows the Father 
except the Son--and anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal him." The 
key lies in what Jesus says just before this, when he prays out loud ~ "I thank 
you, Father, ... because you have hidden these things from the wise and the 
intelligent, and have revealed them to infants..." Perception about God, and 
about what God reveals, differs from natural perception about things in the 
world. Both involve perception. Yet, the process of perception and the 
objects of perception are different. 

• Think about how you and I encounter each other. We see each other with 
our eyes, and we can't control that. But there’s much about each other we 
cannot see, and cannot know at first. We have more to share with each other 
than we can apprehend by outward perception. We must build a 
relationship, founded on trust, so the deepest things about ourselves can be 
shared. We reveal ourselves to others, and we often do so by choice. In a 
similar way, we at first perceive and know some outward things about God, 
like the words and actions of Jesus in Scripture. And yet, we don’t know 
God's inner being and God’s inner thoughts. 

• The key is a relationship of trust. Experience, as well as the Scriptures, tell us 
that we are the ones who most need to have trust. We shouldn’t blame God 
for our inability to trust God. Yet, trusting God is our first step in receiving 
and in deepening our relationship with God. This relationship is something 
most of us don’t value sufficiently. At times, we’re hardly even aware of it! As 
we move forward on our spiritual journey together, we’ll continue to reflect 
on how we can develop and deepen this relationship of trust. 
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Matthew 11:16-19, 25-30 

Jesus said to the crowd, “To what will I compare this generation? It is like children sitting in 
the marketplaces and calling to one another, 

‘We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; 

we wailed, and you did not mourn.’ 

For John came neither eating nor drinking, and they say, ‘He has a demon’; the Son of Man 
came eating and drinking, and they say, ‘Look, a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax 
collectors and sinners!’ Yet wisdom is vindicated by her deeds.” 

At that time Jesus said, “I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have 
hidden these things from the wise and the intelligent and have revealed them to infants; yes, 
Father, for such was your gracious will. All things have been handed over to me by my 
Father; and no one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except 
the Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal him. 

“Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you 
rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and 
you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” 

Notes: 

 They consider “any historical artifact that is culturally or religiously alien to be an invitation to 1

polytheism, even if no one has worshiped it for millennia…” See the website, http://
www.religionandgeopolitics.org/religion-geopolitics/commentaries/opinion/why-does-isis-destroy-
historic-sites; accessed on 4July2017.
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