To Admonish and Be Admonished

The word admonish is one that has fallen out of use in our current language. The dictionary defines the word as – “to indicate duties or obligations; to express warning or disapproval in a gentle, earnest, or solicitous manner; to give friendly advice or encouragement too.” I think the last part applies to us most specifically. When we talk about admonishing one another in Christian community we are talking about expressing warning and disapproval, reminding each other who we are, in a gentle and earnest manner. 


Dietrich Bonhoeffer in his book “Life Together” has this to say about admonition. “Nothing can be more cruel than the leniency which abandons others to their sin. Nothing can be more compassionate than the severe reprimand which calls another Christian in one’s community back from the path of sin” Remember that Bonhoeffer was writing out of the context of the Nazi take over of Germany and how many in the Christian Church stood by and watched it happen without saying a word. Nothing can be so cruel as the leniency that abandons others to sin.


That is the great paradox about people: we want to know the truth about ourselves, and we want very much not to know the truth about ourselves. It seems like we both seek and resist awareness about the reality of who we are.


Start with the truth about our bodies. We buy scales and mirrors and pants with measured waists to tell us the truth about the condition of our bodies, and then we avoid, argue with, or get rid of them when we don’t like what they have to say.


The problem with a scale is that it is hard to finesse. We try! We take off our shoes before we get on it. We don’t get on it except in the morning before you eat and after you use the bathroom. If you are like me, you don’t stand on that thing with even one stitch of clothing on. I tell myself that it is for control purposes because different clothing might skew the results, but really I am trying to make the numbers fit the way I think about myself. When they don’t I simply refuse to stand on it anymore. I don’t want to know. 


Scales and mirrors are simply tools of accountability. They tell us about reality. We can try to outsmart them if we want, but if we allow them too, they will reveal the truth about us. 


I don’t know if you need a scale to tell you the truth about how many pounds you have gained but I do know this: everyone of us needs a few people to tell us the truth about our hearts and our souls. We need someone to remind us of our goals in life and the promises and covenants that we have made, the values that we aspire too, and warn us when it looks like we might be getting off the track. We need someone to help us question our motives and examine our consciences. We each need a few truth tellers in our lives. 


We need these truth-tellers because our capacity to live in denial is truly astounding. Neil Plantinga writes about our capacity to deceive ourselves, to pull the wool over our own eyes so to speak.  “We deny, suppress, or minimize what we know to be true. We assert, adorn, and elevate what we know to be false. We prettify ugly realities and sell ourselves the prettified versions. Thus a liar might transform “I tell a lot of lies to shore up my pride” to “Occasionally, I finesse the truth in order to spare other people’s feelings.” 

We are all like the man on a diet who drove past the doughnut shop and said he would only stop for a doughnut if God provided an open parking space right in front of the store. That would, of course, indicate that it was God’s will that he should eat a doughnut that morning. Sure enough, his sixth time around the block, a parking space opened up. 


Many of us have never invited someone else to be a truth-teller in our lives for the same reason we don’t get on a scale: We are afraid of what we might find out. What if the truth about me is too painful for me to bear? I was thinking this week of our longing for and fear of truth and I thought of this statement from Jesus.
Jesus had a fundamentally different way of looking at this subject. Jesus said in John 8:32, “and you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free.” Jesus suggests that when we resist and hide from the truth we are really holding ourselves in bondage. But the truth will set us free. 


Dietrich Bonhoeffer once again speaks to this situation. “One who because of sensitivity and vanity rejects the serious words of another Christian cannot speak the truth in humility to others. Such a person is afraid of being rejected and feeling hurt by another’s words. Sensitive, irritable people will always become flatterers, and very soon they will come to despise and slander other Christians in their community … When another Christian falls into obvious sin, an admonition is imperative, because God’s word demands it. The practice of discipline in the community of faith begins with friends who are close to one another. Words of admonition and reproach must be risked.”

We need people who will risk telling us the truth so that we can each find the freedom God intends for us. As Jesus says, “and you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free.”

One of the great stories in scripture where this principle is demonstrated is the story of David and Bathsheba. 


One day King David sees a woman bathing on the rooftop and she is remarkably attractive. Some people want to suggest that maybe this wasn’t all David’s fault. I mean what was she doing bathing on the roof anyway? But there is nothing in the Bible that would suggest that Bathsheba was doing anything wrong. In the afternoon, when the water in the rain barrels was warmest and the men were away, this was probably the custom. 


David simply treats this woman as an object. He sends someone to inquire about her and when he does he receives a mild confrontation. The servant tells him, “Isn’t this Bathsheba, the daughter of Eliam and the wife of Uriah the Hittite?” If David had been in a more spiritually sensitive place this statement should have stopped him. “Look this is someone’s wife, this is someone’s daughter.” But he is not interested in hearing the truth at that point. He sends for her, he sleeps with her, and he sends her back home. But then comes the message: “The woman conceived and sent word to David, saying, I’m pregnant.” David has Uriah killed and sends for Bathsheba and makes her one of his wives. 


He thinks that this has worked out pretty slick. That no one can possibly find out now. But the real danger is that no one will find out. Because David is living in hypocrisy and hiddenness and we can’t live long that way. He does it for at least nine months, or as long as it took for Bathsheba to give birth. He goes nine months leading the people, pretending to worship while inside he carries the secret guilt of adultery and murder. 


But one day God sent the prophet Nathan to David to help him let go of his sin. I am sure that Nathan was not all that happy to have to be the one to break the news to the King. After all, David had already killed one man to cover up his sin, what’s to stop him from killing a measly prophet? But after a great deal of thought and prayer Nathan wades into the deep water and tells David the truth. He does it not because he is a prophet and he can’t help it, but he does it mainly out of love for David. He tells him the story of a rich man who steals a little sheep that is the only possession and prized treasure of a very poor man. David is outraged at this story and declares, “The man deserves to die,” It is often very easy for us to be indignant about another person’s sin while we totally ignore the fact that we are a sinner also. Then Nathan steps up close to David, looks him in the eye and says, “You are the man.” 


For a moment there is silence as David tries to think how he can get out of this, but then the voice of God speaks to his heart. And David recognizes that the voice is very far away and that it used to be so very close, and the hard heart begins to melt. David says, “I have sinned against the Lord. I am the man.” 


Just think for a minute. What if David did not have a Nathan in his sphere of friendship? How would his life have turned out? Of course, we don’t know for sure but all indications are that without intervention he would have continued down the slippery slope. Maybe becoming more ruthless and harsh and more and more distant from the God he supposedly served. 


This is true for all of us. We humans seem to just have a way of drifting off course in life even when we have the best of intentions. 

I would say that very few people go to the altar and take the vows of marriage expecting this relationship to end in divorce. (Now if we are talking about celebrities that may not be the case, I have some questions about that but at least with most normal people.) 

No Dad welcomes children into the world and plans on being so busy with work and career that he ends up a distant, polite stranger.

No industrious homemaker picks up a glass of wine to take the edge off her boredom and plans on becoming a secret alcoholic.

No business-person makes a first deal and plans on becoming so consumed with expanding his or her lifestyle that all generosity and compassion dry up in their soul.

No one joins a church and plans to gets so involved with the politics of church administration that they loose sight of the relationship with God that lured them to the church in the first place. 

No one plans these things. But they happen every day. Why? Because we have no one in our lives that we have invited to tell us the truth. We think we should be able to do life on our own. We should be able to take care of it ourselves. But the truth is we can’t!

That is why Paul writes in our scripture today, Hebrews 10:24 , “And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds.” 

When John Wesley started his class meetings the people in those groups met together each week to help hold each other accountable for their deepest values and most important decisions. They called this “Watching over one another in love,” When anyone entered this community they would be asked a series of questions to see if they were serious about living in mutual accountability. 

Here is what they were asked. “Does any sin, inward or outward, have dominion over you? Do you desire to be told of your faults? Do you desire to be told of all your faults – and that plain and clear? Consider! Do you desire that we should tell you whatsoever we think, whatsoever we fear, whatsoever we hear concerning you? Do you desire that in doing this we should come as close as possible, that we should cut to the quick, and search your heart to the bottom? Is it your desire and design to be on this and all other occasions entirely open, so as to speak everything that is in your heart, without exception, without disguise, and without reserve?”  You might think that questions like that would chase people away, but people flocked to such questions by the thousands because we need each other.

God knows that we need Christian community if we are going to grow. Our calling, as a church and in small groups, is to be that kind of community. Who is the Nathan in your life? Who are you going to allow to tell you the truth? If you don’t have someone you do need a person like that and so do I. 
Do you desire to know the truth about yourself? Do you desire to know the truth about your children, about your relationships? Do you desire to know the truth about your relationship with God? Is this a place where the truth is revealed to you? Remember it is truth that may be hard to accept, but when it is given and received in Jesus Christ, it will set us free. 
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