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The Greek philosopher Epictetus  
had the best comeback I’ve ever heard to criticism.  
He saudm “If anyone speaks ill of you, just say,  
‘Well, you’re clearly ignorant of  all my other faults,  
else you wouldn’t have mentioned just this one!” 
 
That’s a smart comeback we can all use.  
It totally disarms the person doing the criticizing,  
without escalating the situation.  
Self-deprecating humor  
helps us get in front of criticisms  
that may very well be justified, 
without letting them harm us  
or appear to threaten us.  
 
Jesus’s approach to dealing with criticism from the Pharisees  
is equally disarming,  
though it may be harder to imitate.  
In this morning’s Gospel,  
the Pharisees are mad  
because Jesus has just caused a scene in the Temple,  
overturning the money changers’ tables  
and driving them out.  
They want to know just who the heck he thinks he is,  
who gave him the authority to do that.  
 
Now, it’s easy to point fingers at the Pharisees, 
because they come off as pretty arrogant and dislikable much of the time, 
but they DID have a point.  
Jesus has just gotten mad  
and left a big mess in the Temple, 
and you could argue that they’re entitled to ask him  
what he thinks justifies what he’s done.  
That’s one way to look at it.  
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Matthew imputes less charitable motives to them, however.  
Matthew says they’re trying to trap him.  
But Jesus won’t be trapped. 
He turns the tables on them,  
and basically leaves them speechless.  
And the amazing thing is,  
he does it off the top of his head.  
He comes up with just the right thing to say  
at the very instant he needs to say it –  
not three hours later,  
which is typically when I finally figure out what I should have said.  
 
Paul tells us in his letter to the Philippians  
to be imitators of Christ,  
to let the same mind that was in Christ be in us.  
Well THAT’s a lot easier said than done, isn’t it?  
If I possessed Christ’s mind,  
maybe I, too, could come up with snappy comebacks on my own,  
but I don’t, so I usually can’t. 
 
I guess it’s a sign of the times in which we live 
that as I was working on my sermon, 
pondering this morning’s lessons,  
when I got to that line in the letter to the Philippians  
about “at the name of Jesus, every knee shall bend,”  
the first place my mind went  
was to the national anthem and NFL football players.  
 
Believe me, that is not a dispute I want to be involved in. 
I totally understand  
why people are upset  
at this perceived lack of patriotism  
on the part of those who won’t stand during the anthem. 
And I totally understand  
the cry for social and racial justice  
that motivates those who take a knee during the anthem.  
It’s not that one side is right  
and the other side is wrong.  
It’s that both sides are right! 
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But rather than acknowledge that both sides  
have legitimate desires and legitimate concerns 
somehow, yet again,  
we find ourselves in a screaming match 
that benefits nobody 
and leaves everybody feeling just a little bit sick.  
We don’t want to do this. 
 
Sadly, we’re getting used to this constant state of quarreling and division.  
Too many voices in contemporary America  
are arrogant and angry. 
We are so quick to criticize others. 
Too many people are willing to say and do things calculated to offend, 
and too many are quick to take offense even where none was intended. 
 
But as followers of Christ,  
we don’t have to join in this hateful chorus.  
It IS possible to express political convictions  
with a firm yet gentle voice.  
It IS possible  
to be charitable toward those with whom we disagree.  
And it IS possible to accept criticism 
without appearing to be harmed or threatened by it. 
 
We’ve been given the blueprint, 
shown the way, 
provided with the response that will disarm our opponents. 
Paul lays it out for us in the reading this morning.  
He intended it as a blueprint  
for church members  
who were feuding with each other 
over some unnamed controversy. 
We’re never told what the fight was over, 
but it was a church, 
so we can guess. 
It probably involved either money or sex or music 
or somebody got their feelings hurt, 
and as a result, 
the peace and unity of the church was put at risk.  
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But at their core, these were good people. 
Paul knew that.  
Paul loved the church in Philippi as much as he loved anybody! 
They were his favorites.  
He didn’t want to see a little thing 
blow up into something that would do lasting damage 
to these good people  
and this beloved community.  
 
So he shared this advice with this cherished little church, 
and his words were just as challenging  
and as counter-intuitive then  
as they are now: 
 
“Do nothing out of selfish ambition or conceit,” he says to them,  
“but in humility consider others better than yourselves.  
Let each of you look not to your own interests,  
but to the interests of others.  
Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus:  
Who, being in very nature God,  
did not consider equality with God something to be grasped,  
but emptied himself,  
made himself nothing,  
taking the very nature of a servant." 
 
Think of the ways political conversation in this country 
would be transformed  
if we accepted the challenge offered to us in this passage.  
 
Now, passion about politics is a good thing. 
We can and should hold our political views with great conviction. 
But the WAY in which we engage with others is just as important.  
Our desire to win  
must never supersede 
our desire and commitment 
to love God and love our neighbor. 
If we wish to honor God with our politics 
we need to engage with humility.  
 
So what would that look like? 
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I think Step One is to listen to those with whom we disagree. 
Allow them to tell their story, 
and listen while they tell it.  
I say this as someone who has been known  
to press the mute button on the television 
the second I hear a certain person’s voice.  
I’m not proud of it, but I admit to doing it, 
and acknowledge I need to be more open.  
 
Secondly, we should give people the benefit of the doubt. 
We should ask,  
“What’s the best, most charitable motive I can ascribe to another person  
for holding a viewpoint that differs from mine?” 
Saying “Because he’s an idiot,”  
should not be our first option.  
Neither should be calling someone a racist.  
Or a crook. 
He or she may BE all those things, 
but have other motivations as well,  
and some of them may even be noble.  
We should not overlook that.  
 
Will this work? 
Won’t we just look weak, 
look naïve?  
Aren’t we virtually guaranteeing that 
we’ll never win another argument with this strategy? 
 
Well, maybe.  
But as followers of Christ,  
our call is not to win arguments,  
or even to show others the obvious errors in their thinking.  
Our call is to love God and love our neighbor.  
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Let me close with one of my favorite prayers. 
It’s written by Margot Benary-Isbert, 
and it’s attributed to an anonymous abbess. 
I think it pretty clearly sums up 
just what the Apostle Paul had in mind, 
when he wrote to those Philippians whom he loved so well: 
 
“Lord, thou knowest better than myself  
that I am growing older and will soon be old.  
Keep me from becoming too talkative,  
and especially from the unfortunate habit of thinking  
that I must say something on every subject and at every opportunity. 
 
“Release me from the idea  
that I must straighten out other peoples' affairs.  
With my immense treasure of experience and wisdom,  
it seems a pity not to let everybody partake of it.  
But thou knowest, Lord, that in the end I will need a few friends. 
 
“Keep me from the recital of endless details;  
give me wings to get to the point. 
 
“Grant me the patience to listen to the complaints of others;  
help me to endure them with charity.  
But seal my lips on my own aches and pains –  
they increase with the increasing years  
and my inclination to recount them is also increasing. 
 
“I will not ask thee for improved memory,  
only for a little more humility and less self-assurance  
when my own memory doesn't agree with that of others.  
Teach me the glorious lesson that occasionally I may be wrong. 
 
“Keep me reasonably gentle.  
I do not have the ambition to become a saint –  
it is so hard to live with some of them –  
but a harsh old person is one of the devil's masterpieces. 
 
“Make me sympathetic without being sentimental,  
helpful but not bossy.  
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Let me discover merits where I had not expected them,  
and talents in people  
whom I had not thought to possess any.  
And, Lord, give me the grace to tell them so. 
 
“Amen.’ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


