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“Living Values: Integrity” 

Text: John 12:20-33 
 
Although a day late, let us honor St. Patrick’s Day with a little Irish humor.  A man named Kelly 
showed up for Mass one Sunday morning.  The priest was so surprised, he nearly fell over with 
joy.  Kelly hadn’t been in church for years. 
 
Enthused to have this wayward parishioner back at church, the priest delivered an impassioned 
sermon on the Ten Commandments.  At the back door of the church, the priest shook Kelly’s 
hand and said, “It made my heart glad to see you back in church!” 
 
Kelly got a bit shy and said, “Well to be honest Father, I lost my favorite hat and I really, really 
love that hat.  I know that Murphy has a hat just like it and that he would be here in church this 
morning.  I figured I would just sit behind him and when he wasn’t looking steal his hat.” 
 
The priest was disappointed but said, “But I notice you didn’t steal Murphy’s hat.  What changed 
your mind?” 
 
Kelly said, “When I heard your sermon on the Ten Commandments, I decided not to steal the hat 
after all.” 
 
The priest had a big smile and asked, “After I spoke about the seventh commandment, ‘Thou 
shalt not steal’, is that when you decided not to take his hat?” 
 
Kelly shook his head.  “No, Father.  It was when you got to the sixth commandment, ‘Thou shalt 
not commit adultery.’  It was then that I remembered where I left my hat.” 
 
So, this morning we are going to talk about integrity.  It is a noble quality that we strive for not 
only as individuals, but in business and as a church.  Integrity has two primary definitions.  The 
first is derived from the field of mathematics.  It is the quality of being complete, unbroken or 
whole.  It is the root word for integer, which is a whole number.  In that regard, to have integrity 
is to be whole, consistent.  The second definition for integrity is the quality of being of sound 
moral principle.  It encompasses qualities like honesty, sincerity, consistency.   
 
We might look at someone who has integrity as someone who is whole, meaning their beliefs 
match their actions, their words match their deeds.  They are honest, dependable, trustworthy.  If 
they tell you they are going to do something, you can believe that it will be done.   
 



This morning’s reading illustrates that integrity, not as much in the words that Jesus spoke, but in 
the actions he took.  In the verses prior to this reading, Jesus has just entered Jerusalem.  It is the 
Passover and he is surrounded by the many faithful Jews who have come to the city for his holy 
festival.  They were delighted to see him enter Jerusalem, but there were likely many others that 
longed to hear him speak, to spend a few moments with him. 
 
But John tells us that it is a group of Greeks who approach the disciples asking for a chance to 
speak with Jesus.  These Greeks are likely not in Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover.  More 
likely they have come because they know that Jesus will be there.  They are hoping to speak with 
him.  So, going through the proper channels, they first ask Philip who takes the request to 
Andrew.   
 
It would have been understandable if Jesus had said that he was too busy.  Or he could have put 
them off saying that there were so many people vying for a bit of his time that he just couldn’t 
make time for them.  But that is not what Jesus does.  This is one more in a long line of examples 
of Jesus responding to those in need. 
 
Jesus was always welcoming others, associating with people who were often on the fringes or 
overlooked.  He made time for the children, when the disciples had tried to send them away.  He 
spoke with the Samaritan woman at the well, when protocol said that Jews and Samaritans didn’t 
associate with one another.  He ate with tax collectors and sinners.  He responded to the lepers 
crying out at the city gate, diverting his route to talk directly with them.   
 
In each of these instances, Jesus is leading by example.  The Christian faith is not just about 
saying the right things or believing the right things, it is about living with integrity.  It is about 
putting those beliefs into practice in everyday ways. 
 
I remember a woman named Judy who was very active at church.  We were working on a 
mission project together and getting to know one another.  I asked her how she had come to be a 
member at the church.  In truth, I expected her to say that she had always attended, but hers was 
a more complex history. 
 
She named a friend who had continually encouraged her to come with her to church.  Each time, 
she declined.  Unfortunately, her friend was diagnosed with a terminal illness.  Judy was there 
for her friend, caring for her.  She did housework for the woman when she was too weary to do it 
herself.  She helped make meals and drove her to appointments.   
 
The members from the church did the same things and Judy came to know them.  Between the 
church members and Judy, they cared for this woman until the end.  The funeral was held in the 
church and Judy looked around that sanctuary realizing that she knew many of the members and 
had seen them helping her friend.  She heard their expressions of love and had seen their 
compassion at work.   
 
While she was telling me these things, Judy was on a ladder and she stopped what she was doing, 
looked directly at me and said, “It was then that I decided to attend church.”  She had heard the 
professions of faith, but what really impressed her was seeing that love in action.  And she 



decided that if this was what the church was about, she wanted to be a part of it.  She had been 
attending ever since. 
 
If Jesus taught us anything, it should be the virtue of integrity or consistency between what we 
say and what we do.  Ask any church and they will tell you, “We are a friendly congregation.”  
But the truth is, some are more friendly than others.  We might talk a good game, but what truly 
matters is how we back these things up with our actions. 
 
To truly have integrity, then, we have to consider the values we want to uphold.  What is it that 
we want to be known for as individuals?  What do we stand for?  The same is true with regards 
to the church.  What values to we aspire to?  That is not to say that we will achieve perfection in 
these areas.  Some days will be better than others.  But how do we want to be known?   
 
A recent visitor to our church took the time to send a very thoughtful letter about her experience.  
There were many kind words about how she was received here.  But she concluded by saying, “I 
am very grateful your church exists and that I felt so welcome there.”  Isn’t that what we strive 
for?  We want to follow Jesus’ example that reached out to all folks, made them feel welcome 
and important. 
 
Sometimes we do this as a society based upon what someone might potentially offer.  But, again, 
the example of Jesus didn’t distinguish between the rich or the poor, the healthy person or the 
leper, the well-connected or the isolated.  He didn’t ask whether this was someone who might be 
powerful or influential maybe because what he saw was the reality that every person was an 
important child of God.  He taught us to value all people and with integrity, Jesus made that his 
example. 
 
One of my favorite examples of Christian integrity comes from Nobel Peace Prize winner 
Wangari Maathai.  Wangari is a delightful woman who came to prominence through what is 
called the Green Belt Movement.  They were taking much of Kenya’s eroded lands and 
replanting trees.  The fought against the deforestation where possible.  This made Wangari and 
her associates unpopular among the industries that wanted to harvest all the lumber.  She was 
often subject to threats and violence. 
 
On one occasion a warrant was issued for her arrest and the police arrived at her home.  She 
refused to come outside.  And so they waited for her.  They decided to wait her out, posting 
guards at her front and back doors.  On the second night, Wangari called out to the guards 
through her kitchen window saying, “I know you’re here to do a job and that you have to arrest 
me.  But I’m also doing my job, and I’m not opening this door.  I know you’re cold.  I will make 
you a nice cup of tea, but I don’t have any milk.  If I give you some money, would you go and 
get some?”  The officers thought about it for a while and agreed.   
 
Later that evening Wangari made cups of tea for herself and enough to share with each of the 
four officers waiting to arrest her.  I hear that story and I think of Jesus’ challenge to love our 
enemies.  Would I have the integrity to not only say those words but to live them in such a 
tangible way?  This is why people like Wangari Maathai and Malala Yousafzai and Mother 
Teresa and many others like them are awarded the Nobel Peace Prize.  They embody that love 



and compassion and kindness that calls forth the best in each of us.  Their example challenges us 
to do the same. 
 
Jesus didn’t have to say that.  He didn’t say to his disciples, I am going to speak to these Greeks 
who have come because I believe every person is important.  He just did it.  And maybe that is 
why he would often end his parables by saying, “Let those with ears hear and those with eyes 
see.”  We have to be paying attention, to look closely to realize that this is just one more in a 
long line of examples where Jesus is calling us to follow him. 
 
Let me close with an insight from the book club selection for this month.  Tonight we will be 
discussing Michell Kuo’s book, “Reading with Patrick.”  The book tells the true story of a young 
woman who agrees to be participate in the program, “Teach for America.”  She is assigned to 
teach at an impoverished school in Arkansas.   
 
She has high expectations for what she will bring to the classroom, but spends much of her first 
year feeling like she hasn’t connected with the students.  She feels like a failure.  It is in the 
second year that things turn around.  She develops a rapport with the students.  She gets to know 
them and enjoy teaching them. 
 
But her commitment was only for two years and at the end of the second year, she is accepted 
into Harvard’s Law School.  She leaves Arkansas and her school children.  But somehow she 
can’t let them go.  She thinks of them often.  After a lot of inner struggles, she realizes that she 
has to go back.  In a truly powerful realization she writes, “Once a teacher, always a teacher.  But 
there was truth to it.  Your sense of responsibility never leaves you.” 
 
In that moment there is a congruence between the things she believes and the way she lives.  
There is an inner integrity that she has to follow through with.  To do otherwise would not be 
genuine.   
 
In very subtle ways, this is what Jesus did over and over again.  He didn’t just teach, he 
embodied the teachings.  He loved the people around him, he reached out with kindness to those 
who were hurting, he befriended the lonely, he welcomed the outcast.  And by his example, he 
invites us to do the same.  The old adage says that more than what you say, people will 
remember what you do.  May we follow Jesus’ example as we practice our faith. 


