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“Not unto us, O LORD, not unto us, but unto thy name give glory, for thy mercy, and for thy 

truth’s sake.”  That’s the opening of Psalm 115, from which I took our Call to Worship this 

morning, in the old King James Version with which so many of us grew up.  The Spanish 

speakers among us might remember it this way: “No a nosotros, oh Jehová, no a nosotros,     

Sino a tu nombre da gloria, Por tu misericordia, por tu verdad.”  If you are slightly older than me 

and grew up Catholic, you might have heard it first in Latin: “Non nobis, Domine, non nobis, sed 

nomini tuo da gloriam: super misericordia tua et veritate tua.”  In any language, it is a hauntingly 

beautiful reminder of the Scriptural truth I want to explore this morning: the human arrogance 

that leads to boasting is spiritually dangerous but in recognizing our dependence on the good 

gifts with which our Loving Creator showers us, we open ourselves up to true spiritual growth, 

wholeness, and blessing. 

I want to make sure that we start off with those words from the Psalmist firmly in our 

consciousness.  “Not unto us, O LORD, not unto us, but unto thy name give glory…”  It is, rather 

like Jesus’ prayer in Gethsemane, “Not my will but thine be done,” reflective of a mindset that is 

all too rarely expressed today.  Everywhere we look today, it seems, we see individuals who not 

only want to be captains of their own souls, as that old poem from William Ernest Henley puts it, 

but captain of the whole darn shootin’ match and they want thunderous applause for it, too.  

We’ve certainly come to expect this in the sporting arena.  The young Mohammed Ali, with his 

ecstatic boast, “I am the greatest,” seems almost quaint in comparison with today’s posturing, 

preening athletes.  Of course, Ali had and still has a real, if arguable, claim on the title of greatest 

in boxing.  As another brash young man from one of my former hometowns notably said, “It 

ain’t braggin’ if you do it.”  That was Dizzy Dean for those of you not up on your baseball 

history.  And the acceptability of the boast seems to have migrated from sports to politics.  When 

the so-called leader of the free world continually boasts of everything from his intellect (“I’m a 

very stable genius”) to his business acumen to his “success” with the opposite sex, it seems that 

boasting has become not only acceptable but expected, de rigeur. 

What is it that has made the proud, even hubristic, parading of our own virtues so common in our 

society?  On the one hand, it is certainly part of a competitive strategy, not only in sports but in 

life.  We want to make sure that others know of our strengths if they hold a higher status than we 

do so that they’ll be impressed by us, think of us when they have a job opening or a plum 

assignment or to include in our evaluations when time comes for a raise.  By the same token, we 

want our peers to be intimidated so that they won’t even consider opposing us on the field or in 

the meeting room or classroom.  As for anyone who works for us or is otherwise under our 

command, well, they’d better not cross us if they know what’s good for them.  The boast, the 

brag, the proud display of skill all are weapons for those who see life as a kind of warfare.  Sun 

Tzu and “The Art of War” are common keystones in today’s strategies for business or life. 

But in my observation, and I know I’ve been guilty of this, too, some of the braggadocio we 

encounter in life today belongs to a category we used to call “whistling past the graveyard,” or 

“whistling in the dark.”  When we find ourselves in a situation in which we know we have the 

weaker hand or are out of our depth or are, frankly, hopelessly lost, some of us will turn to 

boasting of our capabilities as a defense mechanism, rather like the way very small dogs will 

bark themselves into a frenzy at the sight of a much larger animal.  We boast to give ourselves 

courage, to appear more capable than we really are, in hopes that we can make it through the 

situation, whatever it is, and actually come out at the end with some glory.  It doesn’t work all 

the time but I will confess to those of you who are here this morning from the 2004 Pastoral 
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Search Committee that if you had known how truly terrified I was in those interviews, you 

probably wouldn’t have given me the time of day. 

This unseemly (does anyone still use that word?) and probably unhealthy boasting is not just 

confined to our reflexive self-worth, either.  We also use the brag to increase the perceived value 

of our tribe as well, however we may describe that.  Some of you will recall the mostly good-

natured trash talking that Rev. Mindi Welton-Mitchell and I engaged in when “my” St. Louis 

Cardinals were pitted against “her” Boston Red Sox in the World Series a few years ago.  Need I 

mention that the teasing is back as the St. Louis Blues meet the Boston Bruins in the Stanley Cup 

Finals.  But surely this is strange to everyone here; after all, nobody here has ever bragged on 

Seattle’s franchise in the National Football League, right?  And it’s not just in sports where this 

happens.  We brag about our workplaces, our families, especially our kids.  I’m not talking now 

about the appropriate, justified pride we may have in work well done or the accomplishments of 

those we love but the competitive, “my dad’s smarter than your dad,” kind of playground 

bragging.  It used to amaze me when I would hear from my dad’s friends how he bragged on me 

to them when my memory is full of critical, often cutting remarks that he made to me.  I realized 

later in life that when he bragged about me to others but criticized me to my face, the bragging 

wasn’t really about me.  It was about him, what a marvelous son he had.  I try very hard to 

compliment my kids in their presence.  I think they’re worth it. 

But what’s the harm with a little big talk?  Why is bragging such a big deal, so negative?  I want 

to bring in the words of yet another of God’s prophets here, words that I feel confident you’ll 

recognize.  The prophet Micah, in the eighth verse of the sixth chapter of the book that bears his 

name, says, “God has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you 

but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?”  Let’s leave aside 

the obvious for the moment, the “walk humbly with your God” phrase.  What about justice?  Are 

we doing justice to those who are truly skilled or truly talented in an area if we boast of our own, 

lesser prowess?  Or are we actually denigrating their hard work or gifts in favor of our own?  

And what of those whose gifts are lesser than ours?  Are we being merciful to them when we 

point out our superiority?  Or are we simply rubbing their noses in their failures?  Boasting may 

make us feel good, it may be a successful strategy in combat, sports, or business, but it’s not the 

way God calls us to interact with our sisters and brothers.  In fact, it’s quite the opposite. 

But what if, instead of boasting about ourselves or our tribe, we boast about God?  Jeremiah 

says, “Thus says the Lord: Do not let the wise boast in their wisdom, do not let the mighty boast 

in their might, do not let the wealthy boast in their wealth; but let those who boast boast in this, 

that they understand and know me, that I am the Lord; I act with steadfast love, justice, and 

righteousness in the earth, for in these things I delight, says the Lord.”  Nearly 700 years later, 

Paul wrote to the Christians in Corinth: “For Christ did not send me to baptize but to proclaim 

the gospel, and not with eloquent wisdom, so that the cross of Christ might not be emptied of its 

power. For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who 

are being saved it is the power of God. For it is written, “I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, 

and the discernment of the discerning I will thwart.” Where is the one who is wise? Where is the 

scribe? Where is the debater of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? 

For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God through wisdom, God decided, 

through the foolishness of our proclamation, to save those who believe. For Jews demand signs 

and Greeks desire wisdom, but we proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and 

foolishness to Gentiles, but to those who are the called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power 
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of God and the wisdom of God. For God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s 

weakness is stronger than human strength. Consider your own call, brothers and sisters: not 

many of you were wise by human standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble 

birth. But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in 

the world to shame the strong; God chose what is low and despised in the world, things that are 

not, to reduce to nothing things that are, so that no one might boast in the presence of God. He is 

the source of your life in Christ Jesus, who became for us wisdom from God, and righteousness 

and sanctification and redemption, in order that, as it is written, ‘Let the one who boasts, boast in 

the Lord.’” 

We are to boast in the Lord, to boast that we recognize the love and mercy and justice of God.  

Look what God has done!  We boast of the mighty works of God for a couple of reasons.  First, 

because it is God who works miracles and gives life and not ourselves.  Those of us who have 

benefitted from the systems of the world by being well-educated, well-regarded, well-

compensated in our work need to recognize how fragile our claim to those attributes really is.  

The old term is “but for the grace of God.”  I meet folks from time to time who encourage me to 

boast that I am the pastor of the congregation who built Shepherd’s Garden and who have 

continued to support community gardens and who helped create Shepherd’s Village and a 

number of other things and I am always happy to praise you all for your openness to those 

projects and your sacrificial attitudes toward the property we have.  But those of you who have 

been here and have been paying attention know that it was God’s blessings that allowed what 

looks to the world like our great accomplishments.  It was God that led young Richard Ice of the 

Washington Baptist Convention to purchase this land.  It was God that softened the hearts of our 

neighbors, God who led us to the right partners to help us fund and build Shepherd’s Garden, 

God who sent Rev. Kim to us with the idea of Shepherd’s Village and so on and so on.  We boast 

in the goodness of God because we could not have done these things on our own. 

But as we boast in what we understand to be God’s work in this place, let us not ignore the fact 

that God has blessed each of us individually as well.  God has given us abilities and talents and 

ideas so that we can do God’s work in this place.  Each of us contributes to the fabric of Good 

Shepherd Baptist Church and the work the community sees us accomplishing.  All of us give 

financially and that is important no matter what the amount because our gifts of money represent 

time we have spent working that we are now sharing with God’s people.  All of us have directly 

given time to the ministries of this church as well.  The contribution of time in simply coming to 

worship is important because the presence of each one here encourages the others here.  It’s good 

to be able to be here and see friends; we miss each other when there are those we don’t see for a 

while.  And then there are the gifts of time and effort in cleaning, teaching, mowing, organizing, 

setting up tables and putting them away.  All of us have contributed and all of us need to 

continue to contribute because God has given us the ability to contribute.  None of us are 

worthless.  None of us are not needed.  God has brought this family of faith together, with all of 

our disparate gifts, to make sure that God’s work can be done in this place.  We boast in God for 

making us who we are, not in our selves.  But if we count ourselves as nothing then we 

disrespect the gifts of God. 

God calls us not to boast but God calls us to act out of love to the world, to each other and to 

ourselves.  God has shown us in the most dramatic way that we and all of creation are worth 

loving.  Not only did God make all things and call them good but when creation was groaning 

under the weight of human malfeasance, God’s Word became flesh and dwelt among us.  And 
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when we refused to hear the lessons of Jesus, when the Powers That Be arranged his shameful 

death, Jesus did not flee or turn his back but died with a prayer on his lips of forgiveness for 

those who had killed him.  And on the third day, he rose, proving forever that his words and 

deeds were those that had pleased God.  His resurrection is a sign for us of how much God loves 

us: a stumbling block for the Jews and foolishness to the Gentiles but for us, the power of life. 

So let us boast in God’s love.  Let us seek God’s justice.  Let us live God’s mercy.  And let us 

rightly discern between walking humbly and boasting as the world does.  Let us live out our 

boasts in our loving God.  Amen 


