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     Well, season three of House of Cards is under way.  I know you're 

excited and I know you did not expect to hear about that in a sermon this 

morning.  If you don't know, House of Cards is a Netflix political drama.  

It features Frank Underwood, who is a power-grabbing, do-anything 

sleazy guy who's become president of the United States.  One of my 

complaints with the show.  He's played by Kevin Spacey and the 

president's supposed to come from Gaffney, South Carolina.  So Kevin 

Spacey attempts this Southern accent.  He is from New Jersey and it 

shows.  It's pathetic.  So anyway, he's the president and in episode four 

of season three there's this amazing scene.  Frank Underwood, the 

president goes to see this priest and he's standing in the sanctuary in 

front of a crucifix, ceramic crucifix there.  And Frank starts talking to 

the priest and he says, "The Old Testament God I get.  That's the God, 

he's about power; he's about absolute power.  He intimidates, he makes 

people fearful, he controls people."  He says, "That God I get."  He says, 

"But this guy … I just don't get it."  The priest responds by saying, "We 

don't really believe in absolute power.  We believe in two rules only.  

Love God and love each other."  Frank's a little bit puzzled by this, so he 

asks the priest if he can have some time alone to pray.  If you know 

Frank Underwood, he's not planning on praying.  The priest leaves the 

room and Frank … it's really ugly … he spits on the crucifix and then he 

says, "Love's what you're selling.  If so, I don't buy it."   Now I'm sure 

Netflix got a lot of calls and complaints about this irreverent scene, but I 

would say Frank Underwood got it absolutely right.  Jesus is accustomed 

to being mocked and spat upon.  He came to Earth to have that done to 

him.  And Frank Underwood is absolutely right.  You have this old 

image of God that God is all powerful and that God intimidates by fear 



and guilt, and God manipulates everything.  And Jesus comes to say that 

that's not God, at all.  The God that's the true God, the God that has this 

heart of love is this God that we see on the cross.  It's the God that 

suffers, it's a God that's vulnerable, it's a God that becomes weak.  He 

becomes one with us in our struggles.  You can't buy it.  Everything else 

in the world, I guess, has a price on it, but this love of God, you can't 

buy it.  It's just free, isn't it? 

 

     When Paul talks about the foolishness of God, he uses this lovely 

Greek word "moria".  It's from the place we get the word "moron",  

right?  And it's hard to tell what Saul's thinking.  Is he thinking you may 

think we're morons, but we believe this about God, or is he thinking 

you're a moron if you don't get this about God?  It's not totally clear.  

Paul says that we know God through weakness, we know God through 

humility, we know God through vulnerability.  We learn this in other 

ways.  Some groups in our church are studying Brene Brown and her 

work, and it's all about you become vulnerable.  That is the way to life, 

emotionally healthy spirituality, all about tapping into our weaknesses 

and that is the way to life.  It's an un-American way, we're all about 

power, we're all about achievement.  Suffering is something that we just 

don't like to talk about in America very much.  I always wonder 

sometimes, does the church have this ambivalent relationship to 

suffering?  I mean once in a while we get in wrong in the following way.  

A while back I ran into a woman at the Harris Teeter and I'd not seen her 

in church for a while, and I said, "Hey, I've missed seeing you in 

church."  And she said, "I've been having a terrible time for months, 

when I get better I'll be back."  Sad words.  I want to say come when 

you're struggling, come when you're suffering.  But then we make the 

other mistake with respect to faith and suffering.  We think that God and 

church is for when we suffer, right?  It's not for the good times, it's for 

the suffering times.  And maybe you budget your time when you're 

doing pretty good, so then you have a church and you have a 

relationship with God when the time of suffering comes, then God can 

help in your suffering.  I've preached so many sermons like that.  Like 

you think you're doing fine, but actually when you're suffering, God is 



there for you and that is true, God is there for you.  But if God is the true 

God, God is there for all people at all places and at all times.  The 

crucified Christ is the truth about God for us when we're doing well and 

that begins to be gratitude and humility for us.  I love what the 

theologian Jurgen Moltmann said.  He said, "The cross of Christ sets us 

free from pride.  It makes the person who has curved in on himself open 

to God and his neighbor."  And then I love this phrase, "The cross of 

Christ gives Narcissus" … you know the guy that is attached to his own 

reflection in the pool… "the cross of Christ gives Narcissus the power to 

love someone else."  That's what Christ came for; to give us the power to 

love someone else and not just any someone else, but actually any 

someone else at all.  That's what the cross of Christ is about. 

 

     I had an interesting thing happen two weekends ago.  I wasn't here,  

Lisa and I were on an anniversary trip.  We went to Beaufort, South 

Carolina and Sunday morning came.  When you do what I do for a 

living, Sunday morning is a little bit complicated.  Like, what to do?  So 

we're walking around Beaufort and we came to this historic church that I 

wanted to visit called the Saint Helena Episcopal Church.  It was 

founded in 1715, I love stuff like this.  So we arrived, it's about 10:15 

and I look on the sign and they have a 10:15 service.  Like who knew?  

So I said to Lisa, "Let's just go to church."  She said, "OK."  So I go to 

the door and there's an usher, he's wearing a nice black suit and he's 

handing me a bulletin and I said … I'm just wearing a knit church and 

my blue jeans, right, cause we hadn't thought it through … I said, 

"Sorry, I'm not really dressed for church."  He eyed me up and down and 

said, "You can come back when the service is over."  If one of you ever 

says this to anyone, I will excommunicate you on the spot.  So we said, 

"Oh, forget that."  So we kept walking around Beaufort.   Well then we 

hear this chime, it's 11:00 and we look up and right in front of us is the 

Carteret Street United Methodist Church.  I said, "Methodists deliver 

me."  [Laughter]  So we go to the door and there's the usher in the suit.   

With some trepidation I said, "Sorry I didn't really dress for church 

today."  He said, "You look perfect.  Come on in."  [Laughter]  It was 

really cool. 



 

     Now that's a silly illustration from church, but the fact is all of life is 

like that.  We eye people, we look at them up and down, and we ask are 

they good enough?  Have they achieved enough, are they the right color 

or did they get educated at the right school, are they dressed properly, 

have they achieved enough, are they high enough?  You know what I'm 

saying, we're just always making judgments.  Then we look at ourselves 

and think am I good enough?  Am I good-looking enough, am I 

successful enough and it's never quite enough, is it?  And don't you get 

weary of all, don't you get weary of all of that? 

 

     There is just this confusion in the world whether you're at a time of 

suffering or not at a time of suffering.  The Archbishop William Temple 

said that the world is like a store and some mischievous person has 

sneaked into the store in the middle of the night and switched all the 

price tags around.  And so what happens, we come to the store and we 

say, "Ooh, that's really expensive, that must be really cool."  What's 

actually worthless, right?  But we spend our lives sadly on what really 

has no worth at all, and then the really valuable things, we miss out on 

entirely, don't we?  Or as the theologian Walter Kasper put it, "The 

current economic and financial crisis is ultimately a spiritual crisis."  

You worry about the cost of things and you ask what is worth the 

money.  But you forget to ask what is valuable or worthwhile for the 

human person or for human society.  It's actually worse than all of that. 

 

      I read this week about Sir Ernest Shackleton who tried to make to the 

South Pole back in 1914.  He'd left in August of 1914, just days after 

World War I had broken out.  Well he volunteered not to continue to the 

South Pole … that he would go and fight with the British expeditionary 

force on the continent.  But then his supervisor said, "No, go on to the 

South Pole."  So he was out of contact with western civilization for over 

two years.  So in 1916 he had made it to Stromness on South Georgia 

and there was a telegraph there.  So he telegraphed back home, he was 

thinking about this war that had started and he wrote, "When did the war 

end?"   And the answer came back, "The war is not over and will not be 



over any time soon.  Millions have been killed.  Europe is mad.  The 

world is mad."  We live in a world that is mad.  And we're not going to 

get it fixed tomorrow.  You can't blame the President, you can't blame 

your boss.  We live in a broken world.  We live in a fallen world.  Jesus 

did not come down to bless the Frank Underwoods of the world who 

make everything run, right?  It's about power and wealth and getting 

ahead.  No Jesus came down here; he was crucified by the powers that 

be.  He turned everything upside down.  It seems to be moronic 

foolishness to the world, but this is God's way.  This is God's way.  We 

come to the Lord's Table this day.  You don't earn your right to be here.  

You don't have brownie points with God and then you can come to the 

Lord's Table.  It' about all people who are broken.  That would be me 

and that would be you and that would be every person that you ever 

encounter.  And Jesus as he stretched out his arms on the cross, he 

stretches out his arms to welcome us to his Table.   

 

     We live in a tough world and I love the scene in The Lord of the 

Rings.  It's interesting isn't it that Frodo and Gandalf  are in the mines of 

Moria … I wonder if J.R. Tolkien thought about that, that word moria, 

foolishness … they're in the mines of Moria and Frodo is lamenting the 

fate that has fallen to him.  He's got the ring of power, it's what 

everybody in the world wants; Frank Underwood would do anything to 

get that ring of power, and most of us would as well.  But it's Frodo's 

task to get that ring destroyed so that their power doesn't define things 

any longer.  But it's hard for Frodo to do this.  So he says to Gandalf, "I 

wish the ring had never come to me; I wish none of this had ever 

happened."  Gandalf the wise wizard responds, "So do all who live to 

see such times.  But that is not for them to decide.  All we have to decide 

is what to do with the time that is given us.  There are other forces at 

work in this world Frodo besides the force of evil."  What will we do 

with the time that's been given to us?  If you're like me, I got up this 

morning and I started moaning the moment my alarm went off about this 

time change.  I feel like I've been robbed somehow.  Like take my 

money, but don't take my time.  You took an hour from me; I'm just so 

annoyed.  I'm just grousing about it.  And then I just have to ask how 



many hours have I frittered away … I'll just confess to you, I'm on 

season three of House of Cards. [Laughter]  How much time do we just 

fritter away?  What do we do with the time that's been given us?  There's 

a force in the world beyond just the force of evil, beyond this broken 

world.  It is the force of good.  It is Jesus' power.  We know it through 

our vulnerability, through our weakness, through our welcome to all of 

God's children.  Thanks be to God. 


