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A friend of mine died last week.  Some might scoff to hear me call him “friend.”  We didn’t 

know each other all that well.  We never sat and had coffee together or went to a ballgame or any 

of the things that men of our generation normally do with friends.  I could never remember his 

last name.  But Brett Heald, “Big Brett,” was my friend.  We always made it a point to treat each 

other with kindness when we would run into each other around town.  When he came to me with 

a need, he was never upset when I couldn’t help him with it, as some are.  He trusted me to do 

what I could and to be honest with him.  And I trusted him in the same way. 

 

As you may have surmised, “Big Brett” was part of the community of homeless folks who have 

drifted in and out of the corporate life of this church in the years that I have been here.  For 

several weeks this past year, he slept each night on our front door mat, right where most of you 

entered the building today.  He was doing his best to break the cycle of homelessness for 

himself.  With the help of Rev. Jean Kim, he had enrolled in GED courses at the Community 

College and was making good progress.  But about a month ago, he scraped his leg on 

something.  Because he was homeless, sleeping outdoors, often unable to bathe or change clothes 

for days at a time, the scrape became infected and the infection ran wild.  He was hospitalized 

and in a coma for several days.  But he rallied and Pastor Jean arranged for him to spend some 

time in Manor Care regaining his strength.  She planned for him to spend a week or two in a 

motel, continuing that process, and then he had finally agreed to move into Shepherd’s Village.  

Jean and Tony planned to buy an extra-large tent and sleeping mat for him.  It was a big deal 

because he had resisted the idea before.  Brett was homeless in part because of crippling social 

anxiety.  He didn’t want to live with others.  One of the ways I knew he was my friend was that 

he would talk with me, laugh with me, and even tell me about his concerns when others who 

were sleeping here this summer began to misbehave.  All of those plans came to naught last 

Saturday night, though, when he died, probably as a result of his earlier illness and long-term 

exposure to the elements. 

 

Why am I telling his story this morning?  Well, in part because it breaks my heart and because 

part of our being the church in this place is that we share our sorrows and joys.  But in Big Brett, 

I also find a sad illustration of my theme this morning.  People misjudged Brett with great 

regularity.  He was indeed a big man – well over 6 feet tall and with a burly physique.  As a 

result, people tended to see him as fearsome, particularly when he was unshaven and dirty.  He 

had a cast eye, so you were never sure where he was looking.  Because of his extreme shyness, 

he tended to hunch over and not look people in the eye, which gave him an appearance of being 

up to something.  But he had a heart as big as his physique and, as I’ve mentioned, was gentle 

and kind when approached openly.  One local pastor, hearing the news of his passing, told how 

engaged he’d been in Bible study.  “I believe,” the pastor wrote, “he is in the everlasting rest 

God prepared for him.” 

 

For the last several weeks, I have heard in our Scripture readings, Gospel, Epistle, and Old 

Testament alike, themes of spiritual humility and warnings against spiritual pride.  Probably, as 

is so often the case, I hear these repeated themes because I need to hear them.  But maybe, like 

me, some of the rest of you are prone to these same failings.  In any case, I hope you are bearing 

with me.  We’ve talked about bearing up under difficult circumstances, being willing to shed 

blood and sweat and tears in our spiritual toil.  We’ve considered our need to wake up to love 

and to be ready to forgive each other rather than looking for just deserts.  This morning, I want to 
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consider how our spiritual pride causes us to judge ourselves and others based on external 

circumstances rather than according to what is in our hearts, as God does.  In other words, my 

friends, whether judging our own lives or those of others, you can’t judge a book by looking at 

its cover. 

 

When I was growing up, there was a song that contained that line.  Maybe some of you 

remember it.  It was written by the great bluesman, Willie Dixon, and was a hit for Bo Diddley 

back in 1962.  It continued to get play, mostly on “oldies shows,” far into the 70s.  The verses 

ran:  

“You can't judge an apple by lookin' at the tree 

You can't judge honey by lookin' at the bee 

You can't judge a daughter by lookin' at the mother 

You can't judge a book by lookin' at the cover 

 

You can't judge sugar by lookin' at the cane 

You can't judge a woman by lookin' at her man 

You can't judge a sister by lookin' at her brother 

You can't judge a book by lookin' at the cover 

 

You can't judge a fish by lookin' in the pond 

You can't judge right from lookin' at the wrong 

You can't judge one by lookin' at the other…” 

 

It’s my thesis this morning that both our Old Testament passage and the parable of Jesus are 

warnings against the kind of spiritual pride that causes us to set ourselves up as judges of our 

own and other’s lives based on externally observable circumstances.  The Bible teaches us quite 

clearly, you can’t judge a book by looking at its cover. 

 

As we look at Ezekiel’s telling of the word he received from God, it is important to remember 

how important the family was in his culture and how important it still is today.  Very often, then 

and now, it has been thought that if you knew what family someone came from, you knew all 

you needed to know about them.  There is an expression common in my native South when a 

child comes home from school talking about a new friend or when a young woman confides in 

her family about a new beau: “Who are his people?”  It’s an interrogative about the family from 

which the incipient friend or lover springs.  If the family is not well thought of in the community, 

you can bet that friendship or courtship is going to come under fierce scrutiny and likely 

opprobrium by the elders of the tribe of the desired friend or mate.  In my mother’s home 

community of Twentythree, Arkansas, the Masons were wary of the Glazes and vice-versa.  The 

school-aged children might be allowed to play together but the families did not intermarry. 

 

In the St. Louis County society in which Connie and I grew up, there was slightly less emphasis 

on family bonds as related to acceptability but more on a larger community distinction.  On 

Friday night, Connie and I were at the WaMu Theatre Events Center between CenturyLink and 

Safeco Fields for an event of New Orleans-style food and music.  Recognizing a traditional St. 

Louis specialty on the menu of one of the participating restaurants, Connie insisted we visit their 

booth to see who had brought that recipe from our hometown.  When we inquired at the booth as 
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to who was from St. Louis, the chef was summoned and walked toward us wearing a Cardinals 

baseball cap.  I cut right to the chase and asked loudly, “What high school d’ya go to?” earning a 

laugh, a high five, and an answer, plus the return question.  In our county, those who went to 

Kirkwood recognize those who went to Webster Groves as fierce rivals, those who went to 

Lafayette as rednecks, those who went to Ladue as rich kids, and so forth.  Just like my country 

cousins, we make automatic assumptions about people based on their origins. 

 

I’m sure that whatever part of the country y’all grew up in, you can relate similar shibboleths, 

similar markers of assumed group identity.  But the word of the Lord through Ezekiel is that this 

is unfair.  While it is true that actions can have consequences that stretch across generations, God 

recognizes us each as individuals.  Our righteousness and sins are our own, not those of our 

parents, not those of our ancestors, not those of our schoolmates or the generations that preceded 

us in that place.  We stand before God for judgement on our own. 

 

The reminder that God sees us as individuals should remind us that is how we are to see each 

other, too.  We are not to lump people together under categories that humans have made.  We 

dare not prejudge individuals based on perceived faults of a group we assign them to or to which 

they assign themselves.  Nor can we claim pride of belonging to a group to which we are 

assigned by ourselves or others.  You may have heard the old bit of doggerel verse that 

originated in a toast at a Holy Cross College alumni function back in 1910: “Here's to dear old 

Boston, The home of the bean and the cod, Where Lowells speak only to Cabots, And Cabots 

speak only to God.”  God speaks to and cares for everyone.  Even those rough Boyer boys from 

Herky.  Even those South County Catholic girls at Notre Dame.  We must be sure that we, the 

followers of Jesus, follow God in assessing people for who they are, not who we think they must 

be.  You can’t judge a book by lookin’ at the cover. 

 

Speaking of Jesus, let’s turn to the lesson he is teaching this morning as well.  We should not 

draw conclusions about people because of their reputations or what they say they are going to do.  

We can only know them by what they actually do.  Jesus’ lesson here seems to be two-fold.  

First, to point out to the chief priests and elders that they had misjudged both John and Jesus.  

Neither of those men came from high ranking families.  Neither had a formal education among 

the leading rabbis.  First John was dismissed as unimportant or flawed by the religious powers 

that be and now they are treating Jesus in the same way.  They are guilty of judging the books by 

their covers.  But the common people, the very people whose reaction is feared by the chief 

priests and elders, do recognize the powerful ministries of John and Jesus.  Even the worst 

sinners among them flock to the Messiah and his prophet.  The chief priests and elders with their 

vaunted pedigrees and positions are blind while the tax collectors and prostitutes see. 

 

So, while the good people, the important people, ignore the call of God that they should have 

been the first to answer, the people with the worst reputations in the community act on that call.  

The ones who have said, “I go, sir,” laugh at the movement of the Spirit of God and go their own 

way.  The ones who have said, “I will not,” to the teachings of God and cheated their neighbors 

or degraded God’s good gift of sexuality have repented and turned toward righteousness.  They 

have proven that the books of their lives are far more complex and redeemable than the covers 

they have presented to the world at the same time those with shiny embossed and bejeweled 

covers have revealed their stories to be of no worth. 
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It is so, so easy for any of us flawed human beings to fall into these traps of judging books by 

their covers.  We make assumptions about people based on who we think they must be because 

of the way they look or the way they dress.  We think we know people because of who their 

families are or what part of town they are from.  We assume that the face people allow us to see 

is who they really are.  But only God sees the heart.  We must be careful to remember that God 

loves all of God’s children and so we are called to do so as well.  We must, at the very least, 

allow people to show us who they truly are through their actions and not their words, through 

their aspirations and not through the wreckage of their past.  We must never write people off 

because God does not write them off.  Our Loving Creator takes no pleasure in the death of 

anyone.  God calls us to turn and live so that in our turning, we can help others turn and live also.  

We must discard our assumptions and our pride.  We must fall on our knees and ask for mercy 

from God who longs to have mercy on all.  Amen. 


