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One year when our kids were in elementary school, we went to the school open house before school started in late summer.  This was a chance for the kids to meet their new teachers and see their new classrooms.   One 3rd grade teacher did an informal poll with the parents and kids as they arrived.  She had put on a large piece of newsprint a list of the typical holidays most people celebrate throughout the year, and asked us to put a colored sticker by our favorite.  It soon became apparent that what the adults chose and what the kids chose were not the same.  Most adults chose Christmas, Easter, and the 4th of July.  Most 3rd graders chose Halloween. 


Well, tomorrow night is Halloween.  While we don’t think of it as an especially religious holiday today, it does have religious origins.  The “Hallow” in Halloween means holy and comes from the same root as “Hallowed be Thy Name.” Halloween is the day before the traditional Christian celebration known as All Saints’ Day, Nov. 1st.   It was intended to be a “hallow(ed) e’en,” or a holy evening before All Saints Day.
Our tradition in which we think of ghosts and trick‑or‑treating comes from Celtic beliefs. The Celts believed that the souls of the departed roamed the earth one night in the fall. Since it was a time of harvest, the people would huddle together in front of fires, eating, and telling stories. And thus Halloween evolved into a celebration of witches and ghouls and ghosts far removed from All Saints’ Day.   The question, “What are you going to be?” is a common one in the weeks leading up to Halloween, as kids, and sometimes adults as well,  try and figure out what costume to wear this year.
For Protestant Christians, especially Lutherans, Halloween has added meaning, for it was on October 31st, 1517 that Martin Luther nailed 95 statements against the common practice of selling indulgences to a church door in Wittenberg, Germany.  This began what came to be known as the Protestant Reformation.  In his own way, Luther was asking the same question about the Christian religion as we hear asked at Halloween today, What are you going to be?  Are you going to be a religion of rules and requirements that must be followed to satisfy an angry and demanding God?  Or are you going to be what the scriptures teach, a religion that understands that we are made right with God through faith alone in what God has done for us in Jesus Christ. 

What are you going to be?  This is a question Jesus himself raises in today’s gospel lesson.  In a very real sense, Jesus was about reformation, long before the term ever became associated with Martin Luther and the Lutheran church.  
His focus is on the religious leaders of the day.  He’s critical of them for a couple of different reasons.  The first can be summed up in the words of the classic song by the Platters in the 1950’s, "Oh, yes, I'm the great pretender."  Some of the Jewish leaders in Jesus' time were pretenders because they did not practice what they preached.   In other words, they were hypocrites.  He says “They tie up heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay them on the shoulders of others; but they themselves are unwilling to lift a finger to move them.”
The Pharisees literally wore their religion on their foreheads and arms for everyone to see. They wore phylacteries, little leather boxes on their foreheads and arms which contained verses from the Old Testament. They also liked to wear long tassels, signifying the commandments. Their only practical purpose was to show how religious and devout the Pharisees were. “Look at us,” they seemed to say.  “Look at how good and righteous we are!”   Common people like shepherds and fishermen did not wear them, only the leaders. At the same time the Pharisees burdened the common people with their interpretations of the Law. The Pharisees counted 613 laws from the Old Testament that the people were to do in order to live lives that were pleasing to God. By focusing on these 613 religious rules and regulations, the Pharisees neglected the weightier issues of love and justice.  Following the rules became an end in itself.  Love for God and neighbor had been forgotten.  This is what Christ meant when he said, “They tie up heavy, cumbersome loads and put them on other people’s shoulders, but they themselves are not willing to lift a finger to move them.”
So, Jesus is critical of their hypocrisy.  And, in much the same way, so was Martin Luther as he spoke out against the church of his day. The church became all about the rules, what you have to do to win favor with God.  It was about the leaders controlling the system, insisting people follow certain rules in order to get right with God.   Ironically, though all this devotion to rules and ritual was to bring people closer to God, it actually made it more difficult for many to experience God. God’s love was lost, replaced by an endless system of rules and regulations.  

The other thing Jesus takes the Pharisees to task on is their pride.  The Pharisees and scribes, in their scholarly teaching and rigid keeping of the Law, caught a dangerous spiritual disease called pride. After all, they were the experts.  They were the authorities.  They were worthy of the respect of people they led.

And so they did things such as wearing the phylacteries, that drew attention to themselves.  They chose the places of honor at banquets and in the synagogues .  They expected respect in the marketplaces and people to call them rabbi publicly.  

And why is this a dangerous thing?  Because it put the focus upon them, and their authority, rather than God.  That’s why Jesus says to the disciples, “You are not to be called rabbi, for you have one teacher, and you are all students.  And call no one your father on earth, for you have one Father-the one in heaven.  Nor are you to be called instructors, for you have one instructor, the Messiah.”  It’s not about the scribes.  It’s not about the Pharisees.  It’s not about the disciples.  It’s not about the priests or the pastors or the seminary professors or the Bishops.  It’s not about the church council presidents or the treasurers or the committee chairpersons.  It’s not about any person or their position.  It’s about one and only one thing.  It’s about God, revealed to us in Jesus Christ.   Nothing is to get in the way of that, no religious rules and no religious leaders.  To God alone be the glory!
A number of years ago the Burger King slogan was, "Have it your way."  That could be the slogan for our human pride as well, “Have it your way.”  But Jesus teaches there is a different and better way.  It is the way of humility and service.  Humility is resisting the temptation to look at the world or life for our own fulfillment.  It is acknowledging that our lives, gifts, and talents come from God.  It is understanding that the life God wants for us is a  life of service.  You can have life your way, but life will be lonely, unfulfilled and empty. Having life Christ's way, the way of serving and humility, is where you will find joy, freedom and peace.

One pastor tells of his efforts to bring into parish membership a university professor. He knew that if this man joined, he would bring his gifts of teaching, leadership, and, hopefully, financial gifts.  The pastor worked hard at preparing and delivering better sermons from the pulpit, as this prospective member continued to attend worship. Eventually, the professor did join, and the pastor felt very good about his efforts.  Later, while reflecting with the professor about his reasons for joining, the pastor found that the professor's joining had less to do with the sermons he heard and more to do with an elderly woman who consistently made him feel so welcomed and valued. That was what moved him into Christian community.  It was an act of humble service that made all the difference.

What are you going to be this Halloween?  That’s the question in the minds of so many.  I’m sure we’ll see some princesses and pirates and witches and ghosts, to name but a few.  But “what are you going to be?” is also a religious and reformation question.  Jesus is certainly not looking for people who are great pretenders, saying one thing, but doing another.  Nor is he looking for people who take pride in themselves, thinking they deserve all the best for what they’ve done.  Important titles don’t matter in the kingdom.   
Instead Jesus calls for a different community.  It is a community of servants.  It is a community of the humble.  It’s a community that accepts one Teacher, one Father, and one Messiah, as the one and only authority.

What are you going to be?    It is the exact same question Jesus is posing to his disciples and the other temple crowd listeners in today’s gospel. It’s Luther’s question to the leaders of his day.  What will you be? Will you need to define yourself according to human measures? Will you claim yourself as better and more respectable than another?  Or will you choose to be a humble servant?  What are you going to be?  Amen.
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