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Proper 25 Year A 
Oct. 29, 2017 
St. James, Wheat Ridge 
 
By the Rev. Becky Jones 
 
It was April 3, 1968,  
and the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King  
was in Memphis for the sanitation workers strike.  
That evening, he was delivering an address at Mason Temple,  
the headquarters of the Church of God in Christ,  
a historic black church.  
He called for unity, economic actions, boycotts, and nonviolent protest,  
while challenging the United States to live up to its ideals.  
 
Then, at the end of the speech,  
he discussed the possibility of an untimely death.  
 
“I have been to the mountaintop,” he said.  
“(God) has allowed me to go up to the mountain.  
And I've looked over.  
I've seen the Promised Land.  
I may not get there with you.  
But I want you to know tonight, that we, as a people,  
will get to the Promised Land.” 
 
The next day, Dr. King was assassinated,  
as he stood on the balcony of his motel room.  
 
The words of Dr. King’s last speech  
echo our lesson this morning from Deuteronomy.  
Moses has shepherded an emerging nation.  
He’s brought them from slavery  
to the verge of their new homeland,  
but he won’t be able to join them there.  
 
But it doesn’t matter.  
It didn’t matter to Moses,  
and it didn’t matter to Dr. King.  
Because they both knew –  
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and all our readings this morning remind us –  
that as people of faith, we participate in something  
that is much greater than our individual lives.  
When we let go of our ego,  
stop thinking of ourselves and our own agenda 
and instead identify with God and God’s agenda,  
we begin to awaken to the grandeur of the universe,  
and we see what a stake we have  
in the well-being of others  
long after we ourselves have left the scene. 
 
You know, today many of our Lutheran and Presbyterian friends  
are celebrating Reformation Sunday.  
It was 500 years ago this week  
that the German monk Martin Luther  
nailed his 95 Theses  
on the door of All Saints Church in Wittenburg, Germany,  
thus marking the start of the Protestant Reformation.  
 
Once asked what he would do  
if he believed the world would end tomorrow,  
Martin Luther is said to have responded,  
"I would plant a tree today."  
 
All of us are creating the future by our actions today.  
We may never enjoy or see the fruits of our actions,  
but still we claim our ability to shape the future.  
We trust that God will use our finite lives  
in a way that impacts the everlasting life to come.  
We trust that what we do truly matters,  
and shapes a future we may never see.  
When we let go of self-interest  
to embrace the well-being of future generations,  
we do something beautiful and pleasing to God. 
 
In the letter to Thessalonians,  
Paul speaks of “pleasing God” rather than humans.  
His words suggest that when we love God  
and let our love for God determine our behavior,   
everything else falls into place.  
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In pleasing God,  
we help create a world that mirrors God’s values.  
 
In his book Never Go Back, 
Dr. Henry Cloud describes an imaginary conversation 
between the reader and God. 
It goes like this: 
 
God says “So, why didn’t you take the opportunity I offered you?” 
And you respond “I really wanted to.  
I know it would have been great. 
But you know how upset you-know-who would have gotten if I did. 
It would have been awful.” 
 
“You’re right,” God says.  
“ You-know-who would have gone through the roof 
and would have been very upset with you. 
And I have a meeting with you-know-who later, 
in exactly three years, two months, six days, seven hours and 33 minutes. 
At that time, I’ll be talking to you-know-who  
about a certain tendency to fly off the handle, 
to get and stay mad at people. 
I’ll take care of that issue. 
But that’s you-know-who’s life, not yours.  
You are responsible for your own choices. 
You are responsible for your own decisions, 
not you-know-who.  
The fact that you chose to give in to this person is YOUR problem. 
Now I want to show you the life that you gave up 
by living the life that someone else wanted. 
Watch that screen over there.” 
 
This is a powerful conversation. 
There’s a real temptation for many of us to be people pleasers. 
We really, really want to do what other people want us to do.  
We can’t bear to disappoint others, 
or to make them mad, 
or to fail to meet their expectations.  
But we can’t let that dictate our actions. 
We can’t try simply to please others.  
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Instead, we need to please God.  
That’s not always easy,  
and it may lead to some awkward moments.  
 
We may not always know what the right thing, 
the God-pleasing thing, is. 
Sometimes we suspect we know what we ought to do, 
but doing that thing is hard.  
It’s easier to talk ourselves into believing we don’t know. 
But we should trust our instincts. 
And if our instincts are telling us 
that God is leading us in a certain direction, 
we should go there.  
That is Paul’s message to us. 
 
In our Gospel lesson,  
Jesus’ response to the Pharisees 
underscores the inter-relatedness 
of loving God, loving others, and loving ourselves.  
 
Loving God turns us toward our neighbor  
and our neighbor’s well-being.  
Loving God expands our zone of concern  
and invests us in futures we will never experience,  
helps us to love children we will never meet,  
whether in other lands or future generations.  
This love takes us beyond ourselves. 
It gives us a peace that passes all understanding;  
a peace that can never be threatened by loss, or aging, or death. 
 
This year, here at St. James, 
we’ve been focusing a lot on preserving our spiritual legacy.  
On making sure that we have something to pass on 
to the generations that will follow us.  
 
It’s why we’re working hard to create a heritage room 
where we can properly display and guard the beloved artifacts of our past.  
It’s why next week, we’re going to be hearing more about 
creating a Legacy Society here, 
to make it easier for each of us to remember St. James  



 5 

in our estate planning.  
It’s why in our Stewardship campaign, 
we’re asking every parishioner to step up 
and give the church a proportionate share of our incomes, 
right off the top, not out of what’s left over. 
 
The challenge for each of us is, like Martin Luther, 
to plant that tree  
whose shade we will never live to see. 
It’s to stand there on that mountainside beside old Moses,  
lifting up our eyes and looking beyond our own lifetimes, 
over the horizon, 
and dreaming of a future that is not ours.  
It is to act to please God. 
It is to love God and to love our neighbors, 
and to put their well-being 
ahead of our own fears.  
It is to reach down into our very best selves 
and to offer all we have to God, 
and in the process, 
to build something wonderful.  
Amen.   
 
 
 
 
 


