/ . PLAYING AT RELIGION

"Aind the Lerd said, Whereunto then shall I liken the men of this generation? and to what
are they like? They are like unto children sitting in the marketplace, and calling one
40 snother, and ssying, We heve pived unto you, and ye have not dsnced; we have mourned
to you, and yve have not wept.' Itke 7:31-32

Cut of His perfect knowledgs of human nature in gensral and of these Pharisses in parti-
culsr comes this sharp-cdged criticism of the shsllow unbelief of the men of His day. The
criticien fleshes with all the keennsss of a burnished blsde. It is as penebrating as it
ig plcturesque. The burden of its complaint is that the men who rejected Him stood con~
victed of inconsistency and insincerivy. "

Christ found in childhood & reaim of lovsiiness and enchantmsnt. He was fond of children;
they weres fond of Him. He made & hero out of the child. He declared, ¥Except ye becoms
as little children, ye shall not enier into the kingdom of heaven.' Nor can we ever for-
£et the scene in which He administered rebuke 30 His ambitious and quarrelsome disciples
by sebting & child in their midst and quietly announcing, *Whosoever therefore shall
humble himself a5 this little child, the ssme is greniest in the kingdom of hesven." Hatt.
18:4. Qpen, esger, umpretentious snd traestful--that wes the childlikeress which the
Mester extolied. We might eall this the idealistic use of chiléhood for purposes of
1ilustration.

In our text we have a reslistic view of children, particularly spoiled children, in which
Christ shows up the folly and failure of the Fharisess. He accuses these Fharisees of
being like children. This accusation is a bif surprising. They sre rather like children
that 2re peevish asnd fretful, quarrelsome and crenky. They sre indignant at the Mesterts
scbicn. .

Wherein are these culiured and scholarly Pharisees childish? To answer this gusstion
Christ shows us & group of boys =nd girls assembled for play. If a child does not care
to play, there is something wrong. Play is ss nsiursl for a c¢hild as breathing. A1l
nermed children delight in plaving. It is also & means of ohysical, mental and moral
development. BPub, strenge %o say, these children sre not playing. They are glaring
sngrily at each other and guerreling. The lemders are engeged in a game of "letls prebtend
cr ®play like! bet the rest refuse to play. The leaders welk around with their fingsrs
upon imeginsry lubes, They pipe in merriment : to their companieons, and imitete the pro-
cession of & marrisge fesst, bui the sullean faces do not relex. They will net dance.

in & moment the gome is chenged. The piping has stoovped and the walling is bhesrd. fThe
voizes throb with imitation sorrow, but still the childrer will not play. They will not
respond s-ither 0 the merriment or the grief. Whet the children did in their pley, the
wise men standing there éid in their prejudice. The children would net play wedding
because it was too glad, and they would not play funeral becauss it was too sad. Then
Christ said, "And you Pharisees mre like that."

Christ reminded them that net many months ago a prophet of amazing power bad appeared
amons them. He called all men to repentance. He gpoke against sin with scathing severity
and deep conviciion. He 4id not spesrs any wrong-deer. His messsge was one of repreoof

and rebuke in & high degree. He 3id not go to Jermialem to preach, but continued in the
wildernsss.,  He 3¢ preached that he fairly empiied the cities end filled the wildernsas
with the throngs that ceme to hesr nim. When you went out there to hear him, he flayed
you for your hypocrisy and prids. At last he wes invited to preach at the court of Herod,
There he wes just ss uneparing in nis deaunciation of sin as he hed been in the wilderness.
As 2 fenrless evenzelist he dewended & thorough going clean-up of the moral corruption
arcund the pelsce, And none of you liked it. You said, "Itts too much iike a funsral.!

You turned John the Bepiist down with the contempiuous charge that he was possessed of
a2 devil. His habite of 1ife, his style of preaching, his lack of association with the
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@aogle, etcl, led them %o criticize him severely. EHe was not & good handshaker. He was
not mmebh given to pastoral visiting. They said he was toc hard and hersh, that he was

entirely 100 austere. They said they liked a message full of sweetness and light, and
thet he did not have any of it. They liked a preacher who was a good mizer, and nobody
could get close to John the Bapiist.

Following John the Baptist was another Preacher Who was quite different. He was 50Ci=
able, friendly, end s2sy to approach. He called men to repentance, but He did it in a
way thai was as winsome a2s the sunrise and as sweet a8 the perfume of flowers. He de~
clared thaet He had coms that men might have life and have it in abundance. He .offered
& new freedom, s new power and a new joy. He lived among men. He was elbowed by the
crowds. He went into homes where He was made welcome and where the atmosphere was swees
with the breath of love. He went inbto others where He was insulted and whers the atmos-
phers was tense with suspicion and hate., Bubt never once, so far as we know, did He

refuse an invitation. 8¢, the Fharisees did not like Hiw either. They said He was too
affable with 211 classes of people. They called Him a gluttonous men and a wine-bibber,

a friend of pudlicans and simners. It was this incongistency in them that drew forth
from Christ the words of our text.

In effect, Christ says, "You are like peevish and unreasonsble childrea. It is expected
“thet six-year-olds weuld prefer z world of meke-bslieve %9 one of reality. but when the
practice is carrisd over inbo adult life, it becomes 2 thing 'toe pathetic to be a
joksi, You have substituied for the simplicity end opemmess of childlikeness at its
best the fickleness, gelfishness and stubbornmess of childishness &t itg worst. You are
sirply playing a2t religion——and meking a bad job of it.! Indeed, professing Christians
todey need to be eizbbed by the truth into & realizstion of how easy it is just to play
at religion.

We s%ill have such children, and plenty of them, .in the churches. They bave been petied

and pampered until no kind of preaching suits them. If the wrath of Ged is proclaimsd,
the preacher is too severe; if love is preached, the minister is %t¢o sentimentel.

Our Loxd spcke of Fis generation as childrern playing in the markets. First they piped;

they played wedding. They then mourned; they played funerszil. First they rejoiced, and

then they wept. It looked reml encugh, but it was only make~believe. They did not mesn
it; they were only children playing in the merketplace.

In general todsy the humen rece is only playing at living. A burried. feverish geners-
tion gulps down its breskfest, bolts to the shop or office, races home through crazy
traffic, resds the comic sheets, tunes in on & televisien star, takes an aspirin tablet
or something stronger, znd calls it & day. A superficisl multitude dabbles in a thousand
thinge, tries io talk lezrpedly of meny matters, but only exposes s pitiful ignorance

of all. Corpare the poetry of todey with the bards of old, modern music with the old

- megiters, modern politiclans who only run for things with the former stalesmern who stood
for things, and you behold a Punch-gnd-Judy show. TFor we are only childrern playing in
the marketplace, just pretending to live, acting paris in a comedy that turns out to be
a tragedy, just trying to pose cur way through a dramatized version of curselves.

When we turn %o the churches, we discover, even as ocur Lord found it smong the Fharisees,
multitudes just playing 2% religion. First, they are children; rather than childlilke

&5 the Master would have them be, they ars childish. There are babes who ought to be
Lrown. There are milk-feeders who should have reached a meei~diet long sgoe. Our Lord
is here suegesting the need of developmeni. Children love self-expression bLetter then
self-discipline. The psychologists sey they are "egocentric!, meaning thai their world
revolves around themgelves, If they remain that way, it will ve t00 bad for them and
toc bad for society. The resulting ¢lssh will uliimately break them, and certainly it
will damege societyv.
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- Why do people behave like 1little children? Uhat liss back of this childishness that
kseps uvs from nlaying the game? '

1i Maybe we are too bired.
When children are dead tired they zre not in any condition 1o play. They cught to
rest or $o £¢ to sleep. If they do not éo so, they will become fretful and peevish,
Cor nerveds sre freyed. We sre = bit like Eli;;ah tnéer the Juniper tree, Hired in
tody and without thai rest of soul that is born of & living foith.
2, HMeybe we are hunsry.

' Gften a child had rether pley than to eat, but this is not the case for long. Soon
-hhmger will sgsserdt itself, And I am wondering how much of $the fretfulmess of the
precent day is the result of sheer hunger. There are some who sre hungering for
vhysicael bread, but there sre for mors who zre hungering for the breed of lifs.
Such are restless and peevish, fretful and dissabtisfied.

3. Maybe we are Just speiled.

Therefore the game we stuggest must be played, and played our way, or we will noi
pley at all. The moment our wills are crossed or our vet views are disregarded,
we refuse to play. It tzkes resl coursge, forbearance and love to work patiently
with folks of varying temperaments and never give up.

&, Maybe we are victims of arrested develovment.

Some of ug are childish because we bave never grown up. Now a chilé is a lovely
something, but if it falls to grow it becomes & disappoiniment snd & hesariacke, Or
if it grows physically and fails o grow intellectually znd spirituslly, the resuli
is even more tragic, And how often the heart of God is broken by His children who
never grow up. '

‘The only cure for childishness is childlikeness. Vhere, then. dc¢ we stand? Are we child~
iike or just childish? Ars we heroically playing the game, or merely criticizing those
whe are playing? Are we doing wise deeds in cooperation with others, or only meking

wise cracks ghout somebody else? Are we chesrfully 1ifiing our shzre of the leoasd, or
adding to the already overburdened shoulders of others? Are we entering into God's pur—
pose for our lives, or thwarting that purpose? Are we playing the man, or playing the
baby? Wers our Lord to spesk His mind about us, would He say, "You are like untc chil-
aren sitiing in the market place, and calling one to another, We have piped unto you,

and ye have not denced; we heave mourned 1o you, 2nd ye have not weptV? or would EHe cal};
ug good end faithful servenis? None can answer this questlon bub ocurselves.

Many childish Christisns today are playing st religion because they live in the merkete
vlace; they are perfectly at home in this world. They live to buy 2rd sell, to get and
to geain; thelr minds are taken up with profit and less, leying up btressure on sarth and-
not in hesver. Where their treassure is their heart is slso. The cares of this world and
the deceitfulness of riches choke the Word, and they become unfruitful. As it was in the
daye of Noah, and of Iot, sc it is today. ¥illions vho name the name of Christ sre more
at home in the merket-place than at the house of God, more satisfied in the shop than

in the sanctusry. ¥o wonder they only play =t religion. Wibey say they are rich and in~
creased with goods and have need of nothing and know not that they are wretched and miser-
able and poor and blind and naked.®

In the édays of our Saviouris scjourn heré, the market-place was not only & place of btuying
and selling, but it was also the public sguare where the people met to gossip and hear

the .news and pass the time away. Here sgain the make~believe Christians of this preseat
age heve assembled. Call it by any modern name, there you will find mske-believe Chrise
tians westing instead of redeeming the time, frittering away the precious hours. Is it
any wonder that such poor souls sit listlessly zi churck on Sunday morning, having sars
but hearing not, having eyes ut seeing nob, having hesris but feeling not? For their
minds sre still out in the merkei-place where this generation chatters away in & strife of
tongues about the newest styles and the latest pictures and the freshest scandsl.
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So these childish Christisns play ai religion. They join the church; they go to church;
gsome of them work in the churek, buil they sye only pleying; it is not their life.

Just as these children of our Iorais time plped and mouraed, played wedding and funeral .
so these mske-believe Christisns pretend first 50 rejoice and then to weer. They sing
‘witk gusto:

Pperfect submission, all 1s al rest,

I in my Saviour &m havpy and blest.
Watching and waliing, looking above,
Filled with His goddness, lost in His love;
This is my story, this is my song,
Praisipg my Savicur all the day long.®

Bui they are nelther submissive, happy, nor at rest, and as far as nralsxng the Savicur
2ll the dzy long is concerned, when they ever do that?

They turn arcound with equal esse to vlay funeral snd to mourn. Their eyes well with tears
at =z 824 story; they shake their heads soberly when the seriousness of the times 1s pic-
ured, but it is only & pentomime; they go on living a8 they have always lived, pitying
the vietim by the wayside, but, like the Leviie, psssing by on the other side.

There is no 8in thet is more common, more deceptive, or mere disastrous tharn the iniquity
- of pions meke~belisve. Indeed one cam become s8¢ proficient a% pretending that he can
deceive himsself. .

Pevid Hume went ito hear & very poor, plain preacher, 2nd when asked why he attended such
preaching, Since he as & skeptic 4id not believe 1%, he answered, "I don'i believe what

" he ssys, bubt he believes i%, and once in a while I like to hear & man vwho belleves what
he say q&“ God awsken us today to the sin of pilous unreality !l The awfulness of sin-—-we
have aressed that nowadays in lsngusge of psychology; we have heasled slighfly our hurt

and spread cold cresk omn cesncer and blamed our evils on zncestors and envirenment. We

zre told that sin is inhibited vlessure, arrssted or incomplete developmeni., bioclogical
Frowing-pains. We no lomger weep for ovr transgressions, because sin, as men now see it,
is nc longer anything to cry asbout. It is a plaything of the market-place.

The joy of selvation, the good cheer of sins forgiven--is it real, or did you Jjoin church
on some decision day with no senss of guilt removed, no experience of pardoning mercy? IS
the joy of the Lord your strength or do you merely pipe in the market-place?

Wo wonder the early Cnristisns shoock the world. They did not vlay at religion; they took
the will of Christ seriously. They endured hardness a8 good soldiers and did not entargte
themgelves with the saffairs of this world.

We are not actors to imitate our Lord. The actor can im@ersbnate his subject, bui he can
never exchange his perscnality for the character he porirsys. God grant that you may not
be childish, but childlike, and that Christ may truly live in you.



