
St. Bartholomew’s Episcopal Church sermon for the sixth Sunday
after Pentecost 2021: “pleasing God alone”

As I’ve done with several sermons lately, I’m going to begin with a
confession.  I have a strong attachment to pleasing others.

Now at first you might wonder why this is a confession at all.
What’s wrong with pleasing others?  Isn’t that a good thing?

Here’s where I will draw a very important distinction. There’s a
world of difference between being an attachment to being kind to
others and an attachment to pleasing others.

The first is a virtue, no question.  Scripture encourages and even
commands us to be kind to others, deserving or not, in more
places than I can count.

But pleasing others is a different ballgame.  There is a shadowy
character to it.  When left to run amok, it can become a game of
manipulation and half-truths that is a far cry from the simple act of
showing kindness.  It is amazing how many corners we are
sometimes willing to cut in the name of trying to make someone
else like us.

And is this not the theme at the very core of the macabre tale we
heard in today’s Gospel of the end of John the Baptist’s earthly
life?

King Herod clearly had a strange obsession with pleasing others.
He wanted to please his wife, so he had John thrown in prison.
He wanted to please the people, so he spared John’s life for a
time.  He wanted to please his daughter and the royal guests at



his banquet, so he had John beheaded and the head brought in
on a platter.

And it’s pretty clear where this obsession with pleasing came
from.  The figure of King Herod is that of the classic “paper tiger”
king.  Yes, on paper he’s a king, but just beneath the surface he’s
the weakest of all men.  He’s utterly dependent not only on the
fickle devotion of the people under his rule but also upon imperial
authorities in whom the real power resides.  So, in order to prop
up his image of himself as a king, he must walk on eggshells, 24
hours a day, 7 days a week.

This is how the obsession with pleasing others often goes.  At
first, it looks great, pretty much indistinguishable from the impulse
to be kind to others.  But then it progresses, bit by bit, from
something virtuous to something as appalling as killing one of
God’s greatest prophets at a birthday banquet, seemingly as an
act of largesse.

Let’s be clear here that while I am questioning an attachment to
pleasing others in the strongest possible terms, I am not remotely
demonizing those who have the attachment.  Like I said at the
beginning, I’m one of them.

I think we all have at least a bit of this attachment. Most of us like
it when others around us are happy and when they like us, and so
we tailor our behavior in such a way as to maximize that.

But some of us may have more deep-seated reasons for this
attachment.  Certain forms of trauma can leave a person utterly
desperate to please the others around him or her. People who
experienced child abuse or were in some way affected by a



genocide, for example, can have learned that failing to please
others can carry dangerous, even deadly, consequences. Such a
lesson, once learned, is extremely difficult to unlearn.

But I think it is very important to unlearn that lesson. Every single
one of the Bible’s great heroes understood the essential
distinction between being kind to others and pleasing others.
Think, for example, about St. Peter’s reply to the council ordering
them not to speak in the name of Jesus in the fourth chapter of
Acts: Whether it is right in God’s sight to listen to you rather than
to God, you must judge; for we cannot keep from speaking about
what we have seen and heard.

Had these early apostles been attached to pleasing others, there
would have been no great Jesus movement.  There would be no
church.

All of this comes down to a certain spiritual state. It is a state
where we are clear that when God is pleased with us, that is of
such priceless value that is all we need.  The fickle pleasure of
others, while not in any way an evil in and of itself, is completely
unnecessary for our well-being.

So how to we get to that state?  We get there by rehearsing the
truth, over and over, in our minds, our bodies, and our spirits.  We
remember that the central theme of our Christian faith is grace.
God is pleased with us.  Not by virtue of our own merits, which we
all must admit come and go like the tides, but by virtue of the
never-failing merits of Christ.  God’s pleasure with us is a free gift



which we cannot and need not earn and which we have the
opportunity to accept whenever we want.

But understanding this cerebrally is often not enough, especially if
we’re dealing with one of the sorts of residual trauma I mentioned
earlier.  We have to find ways to let this sublime truth seep into
the deep layers of our psyche, the places where impulses we may
know are unhelpful but that we still can’t seem to shake reside.

Many of you may remember Bishop Gene Robinson.  He was
elected Bishop of the Episcopal Diocese of New Hampshire in
June of 2003 and, in a very contentious debate, his election was
confirmed by the General Convention of the Episcopal Church
later that summer.  The contentious debate was a result of
Robinson having been the first openly gay clergyperson made a
Bishop in any major Christian denomination.  In the aftermath of
Robinson’s election, schisms within our denomination, already
well underway, became much more prevalent.

What was largely ignored in all of this, as is often the case when
there is any sort of drama or scandal, was Robinson himself.
Plenty of people wanted to speak about him.  Many fewer seemed
interested in hearing from him.

When he did get a chance to speak, however, what he had to
offer was a simple but extraordinary spiritual practice. When
asked what sustained him through it all, his answer was that for
no less than two hours every morning he would sit in silent prayer,
simply letting God love him.  He would bask in grace. If that
meant waking up at 4 am, then waking up at 4 am is what he
would do.



Can you imagine that?  Two hours a day of silent contemplation,
simply abiding in the love of God?  I can hear the criticisms right
now: it’s soft and self-indulgent.

But no, I completely disagree.  It’s anything but soft and
self-indulgent.  The person who is firmly rooted in the truth that
God loves him or her in spite of the displeasure of others is
anything but soft.  Such a person has power to be kind to others
and to do what’s right no matter what sort of drama or distractions
the world dishes out.  Such a person is serving God.

So what helps you know, in the deeper places, the truth that
God’s love for you and pleasure with you is unshakeable?
Dismiss the inner and outer voices telling you that you don’t have
time for this or that it’s self-indulgent.  The reverse is true.  You
can’t afford to not take the time for this.  Whatever practices work
for you, make them your highest priority.

As today’s Gospel so poignantly shows, the attachment to
pleasing others is a dangerous one.  And as so many places in
Scripture show, the firm knowledge of God’s grace, a detachment
from pleasing others, and the drive to do what is good, kind, and
right come with an inestimable reward.  Let us do whatever it
takes to attain this state.


