The 11th Sunday after Pentecost [Proper 17 (a)]
August 28, 2011

JEREMIAH 15:15-21; ROMANS 12:9-21; MATTHEW 16:21-28
PSALM 26
1   Vindicate me, O LORD, for I have walked in my integrity,

and I have trusted in the LORD without wavering. 

2   Prove me, O LORD, and try me;

test my heart and my mind. 

3   For your steadfast love is before my eyes,

and I walk in your faithfulness. 

4   I do not sit with men of falsehood,

nor do I consort with hypocrites;

5   I hate the assembly of evildoers,

and I will not sit with the wicked.

6   I wash my hands in innocence,

and go around your altar, O LORD,

7   proclaiming thanksgiving aloud,

and telling all your wondrous deeds.

8   O LORD, I love the habitation of your house,

and the place where your glory dwells.

9   Do not sweep my soul away with sinners,

nor my life with bloodthirsty men,

10  in whose hands are evil devices,

and whose right hands are full of bribes. 

11  But as for me, I shall walk in my integrity;

redeem me, and be gracious to me.

12  My foot stands on level ground;

in the great assembly I will bless the LORD.
IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
The writer of the Psalm recognizes that his feet are in two different worlds.  One foot on the porch of the Temple, getting ready to enter the holy sanctuary, the other foot planted hard in the world, with all of its problems.

It’s like a man standing in a stinky mud puddle with one foot, with the other foot, he’s getting ready to walk into a perfect mansion.  What does he do?  He can’t stand there like that for long.  Something’s got to give.  Either he pulls the one foot out of the entry way of the mansion and sinks it in the mud along with the other, or he pulls the other foot up out of the mud and walks into the mansion.  And now the mansion is no longer clean.

The Psalmist recognizes the problem of having feet, each in a different world.  He describes a world of “men of falsehood and hypocrisy,” which he also calls “the assembly of the evildoers.” [Psalm 26:5]

Opposed to the assembly of the evildoers is the other assembly, what the Psalmist speaks of as “The great assembly,” Psalm 26:12.  This is the congregation of people in the Lord’s Temple, hearing his Word.  This assembly, says the Psalmist, wash their hands in innocence, they find their life at the Lord’s altar, and instead of falsehoods on their lips, they are found singing thanksgiving and telling of the Lord’s wondrous works (Psalm 26:6-7).

But the Psalmist has a problem.  As good as the second assembly sounds, as desirable as it is to be found in the great assembly of the holy ones, to have your voice joined in with all those singing thanksgiving to the Lord, there is also the reality that the Psalmist has his other foot sunk into the stinky mud with all those standing in that other assembly—the assembly of the men of falsehood.

The Psalmist has a problem.  He’s a man split in two.  He wants to stand in honor, but he knows he’s also standing in the mud.  

So the Psalmist makes his appeal to the Lord.  Psalm 26:1:

Vindicate me, O LORD,

for I have walked in my integrity.
The Psalmist makes his appeal to the only one who can help.  Only the Lord can look at a man who is stained by the shame of this world, and declare him to be clean.  That’s what it means to be vindicated by the Lord: to be declared clean; to be justified;  to receive the verdict from the mouth of the Lord that you are forgiven of all guilt, and your shame is no more.

The man who wrote this Psalm is, of course, David.  He is a man of the world.  He’s had his feet in two places, one planted on the holy ground of the Lord’s altar, the other planted in the mud of the world.  And that foot planted in the mud of the world, it includes David’s sin against his wife, his sin of letting his family down, his guilt of hurting others and lying to cover it up.  It includes his guilt, but it also includes the shame brought upon him by the sin of the world around him and by the sin of what others have done to him.  

As a man split in two, David comes to the Lord and pleads for that which only the Lord can give: Vindication, a verdict of clean, justification from all the sin that he has done and from the filth of the sin that has been done against him.

The opposite of being a man standing in both the assembly of the evildoers and in the assembly of the holy ones, the opposite of being a man split in two, is to be a man standing in oneness, in integrity.

Integrity is to be whole and complete.  

Who doesn’t desire integrity?

Integrity is for David to be able to stand before the Lord’s altar, and knowing his sin, and knowing the uncleanness that belongs to him by being stained with the sin of the world, nevertheless being able to say, I am vindicated by the Lord; he has forgiven my sin; by his Word, I stand clean, with nothing to hide.  I am no longer divided; I am complete and whole; I stand in integrity.


That is what sin does to us.  It steals our integrity.  It makes us want to hide our guilt, it stains us with the sin of our world, it leaves us coming to the Lord’s altar trying to hide something of ourselves, as if we are divided in two, one part being what we are willing to show, the other part what we are trying to hide.

Can we come to the holy Body and Blood of our Lord when we are split in two?  When we don’t stand in integrity?

So we pray to our Lord.  He’s the only one, after all, who can help.

Vindicate me, O Lord.  Declare me clean; speak your forgiveness to me; give me a verdict of innocent, so that I can come to your altar; make me to stand in integrity.

Jesus answers that prayer.  He will have no one divided in two, no one afraid to stand before his Father.


In the Catechism, in the part explaining the gift of the Lord’s Supper, it asks this question:

Who receives this sacrament worthily?
Then it gives the answer:

Fasting and bodily preparation are certainly fine outward training.  But that person is truly worthy and well prepared who has faith in these words, “Given and shed for you for the forgiveness of your sins.”
Here our Lord stands us in integrity.  We come as those who have been divided, split between, on the one hand, the world, which includes both our own sin and the sin of the world, and, on the other hand, the holiness of the Lord into which we were baptized.  

Then our Lord, having called us to his Name, having assembled us to his altar, forgives us.  At his Word, nothing more to divide us, nothing more to hide, by his speaking we are made whole and complete—he stands us in integrity.

So the Catechism teaches us, Come to the Sacrament, not because you deserve it, you don’t; not because you are worthy, not because you have kept yourself clean from the world, you have not.  Come to the Sacrament knowing that only those are invited who have no worthiness of their own, who are not clean, who have been ensnared  in the assembly of this world, the assembly of the falsehood, as the Psalmist says, but come knowing that the Sacrament is given for one reason only: to forgive sins, to cleanse, to make whole and complete, to stand the sinner before God in integrity.

That person is truly worthy and well prepared,

says the Catechism,
who has faith in these words, “Given and shed for you for the forgiveness of your sins.”
I walk in integrity, says the Psalmist.  But then the Psalmist gives the cause of this integrity before God:

Redeem me, [O Lord,]

and be gracious to me. 
(Ps. 26:11)

Redeemed by the Blood of Jesus, saved by his grace—that’s how we are made to stand before God undivided, in integrity.

At the Lord’s word, by the blood of his Sacrament, we no longer stand divided in two places.  The Lord has restored our integrity and placed us in the midst of the congregation.  So the Psalmist ends with this:

My foot stands on level ground;

in the great assembly I bless the LORD.
IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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