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"We Regard No One From a Worldly Point of View"
In honor of the inauguration of Barrack Obama

Scripture:  2Corinthians 5:14-18  

Date:  January 18, 2009


If you know me, you know that I love studying American history.  So the year was 1795.  The White House was just being built.  A list of construction workers was made.  Five of the names on that list, Tom, Peter, Ben, Harry and Daniel, were slaves - not paid a dime to build the home of our Presidents.  There were other slaves in D. C. too, working without pay as masons in the government quarries, cutting the stone for early government buildings, including the White House and the U.S. Capitol.  How bizarre it is to go to Washington and look at the White House, the Capital and other buildings, knowing that much of the construction there was done by slaves.  According to records kept by the White House Historical Association, slaves often worked seven days a week -- even in the hot and humid Washington summers.

Five years later, in 1800, John Adams became the first President to actually live in the (not yet finished) White House.  A strong opponent to slavery all of his life, he and his wife Abigail were disappointed  to see slaves still working to finish the White House.  The President after John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, was a slave owner at Monticello, and actually brought several of his slaves with him to the White House.  The next President, James Madison, a slave owner all of his life, was also from Virginia, and also brought his slaves to work at the White House.  In fact, during the War of 1812, it was James Madison's slaves who helped Dolly Madision rescue important papers and the famous portrait of George Washington (another Virginia slave owner) from the White House, before the British burned the building to ashes.

Presidents James Monroe, Andrew Jackson, John Tyler, James K. Polk and Zachary Taylor all owned slaves while they were in office. The last of these, President Taylor, (also from Virginia) said owning slaves was a Constitutional right.  He said that slave-owners like himself would "appeal to the sword if necessary" to keep them.

Our Civil War broke out only eleven years later. 


Then, on August 14, 1862, something happened for the first time in our history - a group of black men were welcomed at the White House not as slaves but as free men.  For the very first time.  On that day, much to the disgust of southern sympathizers, President Abraham Lincoln invited a delegation of black leaders to the White House to discuss the situation of their race, once the Civil War would be over.  The meeting lasted less than an hour.  Then they left.  But they left the White House that day as they had entered - black men coming and going through the front door, not the back. That was the first time that that had happened in our history.  August 14, 1862.


A year later, a former slave came calling on the President.  Frederick Douglass was born a slave in Talbot County, Maryland.  In 1838 he escaped his master, fled north, wrote his autobiography and paid his former master for his freedom.  Even before the Civil War, Frederick Douglass was the most powerful black voice in the nation.  President Lincoln received him warmly.  Douglass said of President Lincoln afterwards, "I felt myself in the presence of an honest man - one whom I could love."  That was in 1863.  The second time that a free black man visited the White House.

146 years later, here we are.  Since the 146 years after slavery was outlawed, hundreds of African Americans have earned a living being waiters and cooks and bakers and custodians at the White House; hundreds more have been invited to the White House as important guests, diplomats, Congressmen and women, entertainers and family friends.  But this week, 146 years after Lincoln first welcomed free blacks to the White House, now we are finally ready to ask a black family to actually LIVE in the White House, and to lead our nation.  One article I read in preparation for this sermon said that Michelle Obama learned just this year that her great, great, grandfather was a slave on a rice plantation in South Carolina.  And, now, she and her family will be "sleeping in the room of presidents".

How awesome is that?  How wonderful is that?  And isn't it about time?

Yet, not everyone is happy about it.  And for many, their unhappiness has nothing to do with the Obamas' politics.  Instead, their unhappiness still 
(146 years after the Civil War) still has to do with the color of the Obamas' skin.  The sad truth is that racism still lives in our country.  And it flows in many directions - whites against blacks, blacks against Asians, Asians against Hispanics, Hispanics against Arabs, Arabs against . . . we get the picture.  


Yet racism isn't our only problem as a nation.  For racism is only a part of a larger problem, a larger evil, called prejudice.  And on this Martin Luther King weekend, on this eve of inaguarating our very first African American president, isn't this the perfect weekend to look at nation's prejudice again, and to ask ourselves as disciples of a God who loves all people equally, "How do I look at people who are different than me?"

I word the question that way because of our scripture lesson for today.  Did you hear the part where Paul told the Corinthians, "So from now on we regard no one from a worldly point of view."

What is a "worldly point of view"?  Well, it's many things.  But one point of the view that the world tries to teach us is this - if someone is different from you then they must be bad.  They're probably even inferior to you, if they're different than you.  At the very least you better watch  yourself when you're around people who are different from you.  

Paul says that, as Christians, we're not going to think that way anymore.  Yet prejudice lives anyway.  "Prejudice" is when we form an opinion of someone (usually a negative opinion) before we get to know them.  We pre-judge them.  It's so unfair.  And it happens all the time:

- Whites prejudge blacks, and blacks prejudge whites.


- Males prejudge females, and females prejudge males.


- White necks prejudge red necks, and vice versa.

- Those of us on the west side of Erie prejudge people on the East side, and vice versa


- Kids from McDowell prejudge kids from Cathedral Prep, and vice versa.


Prejudice happens all the time.  Prejudice even shows up in the Bible.  We all know the story of Jonah and the whale.  But do we remember why Jonah was swallowed by a whale?  It was because of his prejudice.  God told Jonah to go and preach to the Ninevites.  But Jonah didn't want to go preach to the Ninevites.  He knew that if he preached to them then they might repent and God might forgive them of their sins.  What's wrong with that?  Plenty!  Jonah hated the Ninevites.  Not that he had ever met any.  But he had a severe prejudice against all Ninevites - hated them all; wanted to see God destroy their city as punishment for their sins.  So, to escape this preaching assignment, he hopped a boat to nowhere.  But in a storm he went overboard, and was swallowed by the whale.  All because of his prejudice against the Ninevites.


Prejudice happens all the time.  It's all around us - people prejudging other people, forming an opinion of them before they even get to know them.  It's a part of our world.  It IS a "worldly point of view".  Jesus himself was a victim of prejudice.  In John chapter one, Jesus is gathering his first disciples.  He tells a man named Philip to follow him, and he does.  Philip learns who Jesus is, gets all excited, and tells his brother Nathanael, "We have found the Messiah!  He is a man named Jesus, son of Joseph.  He is from Nazareth."  


Well, that's all Nathanael needed to hear.  "Nazareth!" says Nathanael.  "Can anything good come from there?"


Can you believe he said that?  What's he doing?  He's pre-judging everyone who comes from Nazareth.  He's prejudice against Jesus himself, just because he was from Nazareth.  How small minded can you be?


But, you know, that's how prejudice works.  Whether we prejudge someone because of where they're from (we Erie-ites know something about that, don’t we, whenever we tell someone from Pittsburgh where we're from), or whether we prejudge someone because of their family, or their income level, lifestyle, length of hair, number of tattoos on their arms, or whether they drive a Chevy or a Ford - it's all small minded.  It's all unfair.  It's all evil.  And it's something that Christians don't do.  For:

Christ's love compels us . . .   So from now on we regard no one from a worldly point of view. 
The old has gone, the new has come!  All this is from God, who . . . gave us the ministry of reconciliation.

I have a short video that I want to show you now.  It's a video that tries to get at the sin of prejudice in a funny way.  Whenever you use humor you always run the risk of offending someone.  I hope none of you are offended.  But I think it makes a really good point.


[To watch this video go to www.sermonspice.com and type in the words "The Greeters" in the search box.]


Christ's love compels us . . .   So from now on we regard no one from a worldly point of view. 
The old has gone, the new has come!  All this is from God, who . . . gave us the ministry of reconciliation.

Let us pray - 


Lord, help us all be ministers of reconcilation.  Help us, we pray, to kill the "worldly point of view" in us that teaches us that's it's okay to prejudge people before we get to know them.  None of us like to be treated that way.  So help us to never do it ourselves.


We thank you for our new leader, Barrack Obama.  We thank you for how far we have come as a nation in 146 years.  We pray for his protection from harm.  We pray for his wisdom as he leads us in this dangerous world.  And we pray that he would help us to keep coming closer together as a nation, and as a world.

Amen.
