20th Sunday after Pentecost, Sept. 25, 2011, Exodus 17:1-7; Ps 78; Phil 2: 1-13; Matt 21: 23-32

Have you ever watched Dr. Phil on TV?  He is the psychologist and celebrity who interviews people to help them with their problems in life.  On one show, Dr. Phil was asked who he would most like to interview, if he could interview anyone in the world, past or present.  Dr. Phil responded, “Jesus Christ.”  Well, I agree that it would be wonderful to see, be with, experience Jesus in the flesh – but to interview Him – no.  If Dr. Phil had recently read this Gospel lesson today, he would have thought twice before he said he wanted to interview Jesus.  Jesus would give any interviewer a run for his or her money – no matter what the subject.  Yes, Jesus would be kind and gentle, but He would also be quick and mysterious and insightful, and would probably turn Dr. Phil inside out and upside down as He did the chief priests and elders.  Nothing against Dr. Phil here, but he is a human being who is not perfect and Jesus knows the hearts and minds of every person.  
In the Gospel, the chief priests and elders confronted Jesus while He was teaching in the temple – for they saw Him as a big-time threat to their power.  They ask Jesus “Who gave you this authority?”  Jesus Himself embodies THE highest authority because He is God! The chief priests view of authority was very short-sighted, limited to earthly power. They could not accept Jesus as the long awaited Messiah for He was a humble ordinary looking guy, a carpenter, not the warrior they expected.  Well, Jesus adeptly avoids their trap by answering in two ways: First, He connects His authority to John the Baptist, and Second, He tells a parable that turns their understanding of authority upside down.  Jesus’ authority is on a whole different and superior level: a heavenly plane. But, they were not open to learning from Jesus. Their pride had caused a barrier to their understanding of God, and as a result they had an inaccurate image of God and they were not about to change it!  Jesus convicts them on this when He said at the end of the passage, “you did not believe…even after you saw it, you did not change your minds and believe.”

This interchange causes us to ponder how we would have reacted had we been there with Jesus that day; would our image of God had gotten in our way too?  What is your image of God? When you are praying, talking with God, what picture pops in your head as you pray? What is God like to you as He sits there or stands there looking at you?  Is He smiling or scowling, are His eyes soft or severe?  Take a minute in silence now – bring that picture of what God is like to mind. (Pause)
Maybe you pictured a big majestic old man with a long grey beard sitting on a cloud, like the cover of today’s bulletin. I have to confess to you, that this stern old grey-bearded man was the image of God that I held for a long time.  He looked down at me with serious eyes.  It turns out that the image of God that we have in our head affects our understanding of and our prayer life with God.  This is why I challenged you to consider what your picture of God is like at this time in your life.  
The image of God you have can enhance or hinder your relationship with God.  The image of God that many of us have came from other people: from paintings and from words, from what you were taught.  There are many views of God out there in the world – from the history of philosophy to the new age movement; we hear these through the media.  These sources may have given us an inaccurate or too narrow image of God.  This God I had in my head was not interested in my daily concerns; they were huge to me but trivial to Him.  So I didn’t bother Him.  This incomplete image of God hindered my prayer life, and held me back from knowing God better for years.  Others have the image of Jesus as a sweet dear friend, but this image is also incomplete.  Has your image of God hindered your relationship with Him?
Paul helps us with this in today’s Epistle from Philippians. This reading, one of the most well-known and moving of all Paul’s writings, is all about the image of God.  Verses 6-11 in Chapter 2 gives us attributes of Jesus so we can get our image of Him correct.  It is called the “kenosis hymn,” kenosis means emptied – Jesus poured out Himself for you and for me.  That is how much He loves you.  Paul says, …”Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God…took the form of a slave, was born in human likeness…God highly exalted Him, gave him the name that is above all names, …every knee should bend,… every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord.”  The mystery of Jesus is that He is an all powerful, majestic God, and at the same time is a human being who got tired, and sick, and slept just as we do.  The big fancy church words for this are transcendence and immanence.  “Transcendence” refers to God’s almighty nature (when you sing the hymn: “Almighty fortress is our God” you are praising God’s transcendent nature).  “Immanence” refers to God’s closeness, His involvement, the personal relationship that He calls us to have with Him (immanence is captured in the hymn: “What a friend we have in Jesus”).  God is both of these: near and far.  God is both big enough to handle ALL of your seemingly impossible problems, and capable of being right there next to you when you sit in the dentist chair getting a root canal. The God you speak to in prayer holds you, strokes your head, cares about your every need and also is the God who created you and the whole universe, is the God of miracles, is above all things in heaven and earth.

A few years ago, I met a Episcopal priest from California named Fr. Brian Cox.  He seemed like regular guy, and we had a good visit at a church meeting.  In the course of our conversation, he told me this story about something that happened on a mission trip he went on to a country in Africa.  He was visiting various villages, leading worship and preaching.  At one particular village, he was to do a healing service with laying on of hands.  On the morning of the healing service, a woman from the village sought him out where he was staying to make a request of him.  She said, “Tonight at the service, please pray over my blind son.  I will be bringing him to the service.”  Fr. Brian acknowledged her request and responded pastorally, “Sure, I am happy to pray over your son tonight. What would you like me to pray for him to be healed of?”  The woman looked back at Fr. Brian with a quizzical look, and replied, “For him to be able to see, of course!”  Fr. Brian told me that he gulped, stepped back, and was in disbelief at this request. Never in his many years of ministry had he prayed for such a thing! He told me he thought to himself at that moment, “Sure, Jesus did this in the Bible, but will God do such a healing today, through my prayers?” So, Fr. Brian, got himself together and reminded himself of the amazing nature of God, and then said “ok.” During the day, Fr. Brian said he prayed and asked others to pray with him for this cause and pretty soon evening came. At the healing service, Fr. Brian and others prayed over the boy for God to give the boy sight.  Their prayers went on for over an hour.  And do you know, when the prayer ended, that boy opened his eyes and he could see; the boy was given his sight by God that day!  
Now, I am going to conclude with two things – a concluding prayer followed by the 1st verse from a hymn that speaks to this message. Turn to page hymn 435 and after I pray please join me if you wish in this first verse of 435:  At the Name of Jesus every knee shall bow.

Let us pray. Oh Lord, thank you for the healings and work you are doing among us today. Thank you for loving us so much that you sent us your Son to save us.  Thank you for understanding what we go through in our lives. Help us so that when we pray, we do not impose upon You human standards and make You small in our heads and hearts.  We bow our knees to you, and confess you as Lord. 
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