Sunday September 30, 1990 Bovk K/

"ENDANGERED CHARACTER QUALITIES”
"Integrity” ((No. 1 in a series)
Matthew 21:28-32

We hear a lot these days about certain "endangered
species,” creatures whose existence is so
precarious that they face the likelilhood of
becoming extinct., Thus it 1S necessary for
Us as caring human beings to take the appropriate
actions to protect those creatures so they

can once again multiply and thereby continue
to enrich God’s creation as they live among

us.

In the same way I believe there are certain
needed and God-gliven human character qualities
wnhich are 1n danger of becoming extinct and

1T they do our llves together as people meant
to live in loving community with one another
will suffer and in fact is already suffering,

SO0 today and in the coming weeks this sermon
series will deal with some of these “endangered
character qualities.” Among those I believe

to be the most endangered are: (1) INTEGRITY,
the subject of today’s sermon: (2) COURAGE,
(3) DISCIPLINE, (4) COMMITMENT, (5) VISION,
and (6) GRATEFULNESS, All of these “endangered
character qualities” are those which are to
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closest friends and associates? hink about
jt. How do you want them to remember vyou?

How we want to be remembered isS a sure sign
of the sort of person we truly want to be.

We do not easily get rid of the urge to be

a good person. 0One of the primary gifts of
Jesus was that he was able to call forth from
within the people he met, the good that was
often buried. He was able to give this "urge
to be good” new life,

Now lest you misunderstand--being a good person,

according to the way of Jesus, 1S more than
feeling good, and making good and looKing

good. This trinlty of goodness 1s a very
powerful force in today’'s culture. For example,
we are urged all the time to do those things,
eat and drink, or take those pills which make

us “feel good.,” Our commitment to pleasant
feelings 1s like a religious devotion where

any kind of pain or suffering 1s the enemy.

Jesus, on the other hand, was constantly calling
people to a deeper kind of goodness which

God has planted within each one of us from

our birth, This kind of goodness has a positive
and attractive power, For too long we have

let our culture define "good people” as being
those who were doormats for others to walk

on, WNo never hurt anyone, never complained
and always caved in to what other people asked.
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The term “do-gooder” has a bad connotation.

Actually the good people are the strong ones.
They are the people with Integrity, courage,
discipline, commitment, vision and dratefulness,
wno are 1n charge of thelr own lives. They

are the people who know how to love themselves
and others with a love that bullds and lasts.
They are the people who stand firm when firmness
1S needed. Good people with these character
qualities that we will be discussing in this
Sermon series are much more excliting than

bad people,

10 protect and multiply these endangered character
quallties within and among us 1S cruclal because
something bad happens to all of us when people

go bad on us, even small numbers of people.

[t's like that one bad apple 1In a box of apples.
Ihe rottenness spreads. We know what has

been going on In our own time. Big-time brokers
cheat on the system and defraud the people

who trusted 1t. Rich and powerful people

betray the trust of little people. And while

the haves are stuffing their pockets with

more, people living all around them have no

nomes and thelr children do not have enoudr
to eat. We do llve 1n a time of endangerec
character qualities and one of the most endandered
qualities is “integrity.”

One day Jesus told a story aimed especially
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too much to know, A wife shuts out clear

signals that her husband 1s having an affair.

A person addicted to alcohol denies that he
«_ has a drinkling problem and 1is an alcohollic
and his family denies 1t as well. One of
the most painful and disturbing books I have
read In the past year has the title, "A DEATH
IN WHITE BEAR LAKE.” It's the true story of
a suburb of St. Paul, Minnesota and a family
In that town in which a mother gradually through
abuse murders her adopted son. Her husbanc
knows the child is being abused, but chooses
N0t to KNOWw. e physiclan knows but chooses

not to know. The neighbors know, the social
workers from the adoption agency Know, the

authorities know, but all of them singularly
and together practice denial. Only twenty
. Yyears later because of the persistence of

the birth mother who begins a search is the
murderer brought to trial and convicted. JShe

1S the woman of Integrity and courage 1n the
story.

Why do we do 1t? Why do we deceive ourselves
and others? Why do we lose our integrity?
Sometimes because the truth is too painful.

Reallty has gone bad on us and wWe can be so
miserable that we simply close our eyes,

Another example. A woman I shall call Carol
~ (not her real name) believed a person who
- 1S born again is cleansed of all bad desires,
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to anyone telling bad truth about his own
dog,

"What's going on here,” his friend Lemm wondered.
"1 never heard a man run down his own dog. Must
be something special about that dog.”

Next day Lemm went over to Horace's place
with a fine shotgun and sald he wanted to
trade 1t for the dog. “Naw, you don’t want
that dog, Lemm, he’s no good at all.” But
Lemm persisted, "When I want a dog, I want
a dog, Take the gun for him or I'1l1 come

and steal him.” The trade was made. Later
ONn Horace’s conscience began pinching him

and he got to feeling gullty about how he’d
fooled Lemm. His son tried to comfort him,
"Shucks, Pa, you told him the truth.” “Yes,
son, my words were straight, but my intentions
were crooked.”

Speak the truth to one another, for we are
members one of another,” said the Apostle

Paul. We owe truthfulness to each other,

not for truth’s sake, but for each other’s
sake.

For Jesus, integrity is about holding our
llves together so that we are the same person
inside and out backward and forward. We become

people of Integrity when our actions match
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repent, change the direction of thelr 1l1iving,
look again at their prejudices, their basic
assumptions. That’s what the super-religious
people of Jesus’ time had trouble doing. They
were secure 1n thelr self-righteousness. And
SO he sald to them at the end of thlis.parable--
"Truly, I say to you, the tax collectors and
the harlots go into the Kingdom of God before
you,"”

Integrity 1S an endangered character quality.
Today I hope vyou will reexamine your life,
Do your actions fit vour words? When you

say you are going to do something, or make
a promise to someone, do vyou tollow Tthrougn

and do 1t? Is vour behavior cosistent witr
what you say you believe? If you can answer
"ves” to these questions, you are on vyour

way to integrity. Amen,




