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Before I begin, as prelude to a message I’ve titled Smooth Moves, I feel it important to offer a 
few smooth – I mean, timely -- words of praise to some very important people, those holding key 
roles of leadership at Christ of the Hills, influential positions and so influential persons (if you 
know what I mean). 
 
First, to Sylvia Matthews, Chair of our Church Council, the primary governing body of church 
policy, I want to say that the manner in which you’ve led our meetings is simply spectacular. 
Exquisite! Hard to imagine a more praiseworthy leader with such passion for our vision to Bring 
in, Build up, and Reach Out. Admirable, truly, is your firm grasp of the dynamics of how to make 
that vision a reality. There are always challenges in a large church and you’ve met them all with 
aplomb, providing leadership with cool composure and confidence and wisdom. Bravo, Sylvia! 
 
I offer praise also to Carol Bodge, Chair of our Staff Parish Relations Committee. This is the 
committee that evaluates our staff, including clergy, and is the church’s point of contact with our 
bishop and cabinet. (I share her committee’s function merely for your information, of course, it 
having nothing – not a thing! -- to do with what I say about her here.) Carol, gee whiz, you need 
to know that I think you’re absolutely the perfect person for this important position. Laid-back 
and calm, yet excitedly positive about COH, moving forward with visionary, can-do leadership 
for our congregation. Not only that, Carol, but you’re such a smart dresser! All those bright and 
nifty golfing outfits! Wow. Just, wow. Well done, Carol, well done indeed!    
 
Now, I could only wish our distinguished District Superintendent, Rev. J. J. Galloway, were here 
this morning, but I’ll tell you (I certainly hope you will report to her what I say today!) that J. J. 
is an incredibly gifted pastor to pastors whose passionate love for Arkansas United Methodism is 
inspiring to all Southwest District pastors. She is truly a mission strategist, bringing wisdom into 
her incredibly important tasks as Superintendent. Believe me on this point, since I know them all, 
that J. J. truly is the BEST District Superintendent in the all of the state of Arkansas. I do hope 
you’ll tell her that I said so.  
 
Enough flattery? I’ll stop, and thus ends the prelude, which today I’ve intended as a parable. You 
see by now where I’m going, treating you this morning to unabashed flattery. Now, if flattery 



gags you faster than I can say, “Great looking tie!” consider yourself normal. The one “kissing 
up to the boss” is pretty much universally despised by co-workers, those who rally in the break 
room to talk negatively about those who resort to flattery in order to get ahead.  
 
It may surprise you, but psychological studies have shown that being a schmoozer actually 
produces real time benefits. Flattery, it seems, really does give you an edge. Says Randall 
Gordon, a University of Minnesota psychologist (in the Los Angeles Times article that provided 
the first inspiration for this message), “Ingratiation shrewdly employed WILL get you ahead.”  
Ronald Deluga, a psychology professor at Bryant College in Rhode Island, agrees. He published 
the results of a study of hundreds of supervisor/employee sets. Conclusion? “Suck-ups” (as he 
called them) gain a five percent edge in getting positive evaluations from their supervisors.  
 
When my Baby Boomer generation ranks experts in the art of flattery, the oleaginous Eddie 
Haskell surely takes the prize. “Gee Mrs. Cleaver, you sure look pretty today.” Ugh! Thinly 
disguised are his true intentions. Everybody knows Eddie has a slick plan of self-promotion 
lurking behind that smarmy smile. And Mrs. Cleaver? Never fooled, not even for even a second. 
She knew, Ward knew, Wally and Beaver knew, every viewer in America knew what Eddie was 
up to, that behind all those compliments Eddie had an angle, an agenda. Still, despite Eddie’s 
obvious insincerity, his flattery was destined to take him places.   
 
Even today, 56 years since the last episode of Leave It To Beaver aired on June 20, 1963 after a 
six year run, when you think of Leave It To Beaver, outside the Cleaver family (Ward, June, 
Wally, and of course, “the Beav”), among the supporting characters, what character is most 
memorable? Eddie Haskell, of course! Eddie Haskell rode finesse in flattery to sitcom stardom. 
 
I know. We think we can resist flattery. We may even say we despise flatterers. Yet, truth be told, 
though we may loathe Eddie Haskell types, rare is the person who isn’t somewhat charmed by a 
bit of gratuitous stroking of the ego. Even Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar was a sap for flattery. His 
counselor Decius, says, “But when I tell Caesar that he hates flatterers, he says he does, being 
then most flattered.”  
 
So, you see, if I were to suggest that these I’ve flattered this morning could immediately see 
through the flattery, they would likely feel . . . flattered! This is too easy! I can’t lose, when the 
very suggestion that one is sharp enough to see through my flattery, flatters!  
 
One of the most adept flatterers I know is a dear friend known by many of you know, Rev. 
Chester Jones, my first District Superintendent. Chester opened a church for me in Pine Bluff 24 
years ago, in 1995, opening the door back into the Methodism of my childhood. Chester is one of 
my most highly regarded mentors, so gifted as to go on to become General Secretary for the 
United Methodist Board of Religion and Race in Washington D. C. I was happy, though, when 
he came back to Arkansas to serve as District Superintendent in Hot Springs and now, though 
retired, pastors Haven UMC in Hot Springs.  
 
Flattery is an art form for Chester. I recall how Chester would claim in any gathering that his 
Pine Bluff District preachers were the “best preachers and pastors in the state.” We loved it! 



We ate it up! We knew it was flattery, but if so, it was motivating flattery. After one particularly 
glowing session of praise, Charlie Settle, then a fellow pastor in Pine Bluff, leaned over to tell 
me, “Flattery is like perfume, Sieg. It may smell great, but I wouldn’t want to swallow too much 
of it.” Well, we may not have swallowed it, but we wore that perfume proudly. 
 
Oh, and one more thing before we get to Absalom. Did you know there’s actually a website that 
will flatter you when you feel a need to be told how special you are!  Automatic Flatterer. You 
simply type in your name.  When I typed in “Siegfried,” a screen popped up that said, “What a 
mellifluous name, Siegfried . . . and we love you for who you are.” 
 
I had to look mellifluous up! It means “musical” or “pleasant sounding.” Hmm, I wondered. Is 
this web page being sincere? Or, would it have said that about just anybody’s name – any Tom, 
Dick, and Harry? Suddenly, the screen began to offer one compliment after another. “Siegfried, 
you’re one of the most talented people we know.”  “Siegfried, many people love you and enjoy 
working with you.”  Then, the final screen was repeated four times, “Siegfried, you are fabulous.” 
Now there’s a website for those really desperate for a compliment!  
 
Our text introduces us to one who was expert at handing out compliments, the Eddie Haskell of 
the Old Testament, King David’s son 
the treasonous Absalom.  Absalom 
was a flattery specialist who rode his 
adept use of flattery to political 
stardom. Absalom’s name is built 
from the familiar Hebrew greeting, 
Shalom! Fitting, if you ask me, since 
Absalom seems a sort of a living, 
“Hi-How-Are-Ya?” His was a 
flattery-based charm, making instant 
friends of strangers, but not without 
purpose, intending that his most 
casual encounters be tools of political 
advancement.  
 
For Absalom, flattery was political 
strategy. Rise early. Take up position 
at the gates of Jerusalem, so that 
when men came from the various 
tribes to the seat of his father’s 
government seeking justice, 
Absalom, this human handshake, 
would cunningly win them over. 
“Shalom alechem, chever! Boqer tov!”  (“Greetings to you, my friend! Good morning!”)   
 
He then begins to start a conversation beyond “Hello.” “What city are you from?”  Imagine the 
visitor’s excitement. “Wow!  I’ve traveled to Jerusalem to bring a matter of justice to the king 



and I’ve no sooner arrived than I’m talking to one of the kings’ sons! I thought I’d have to crawl 
through layers of governmental red tape. What a story I’ll have to tell my friends back in the 
Galilee!” 
 
I can imagine the small talk. “Oh, really? You hail from the Galilee? From Bethsaida, you say? 
Well, as you may know, that’s my mother’s hometown! What a gorgeous area of my father’s 
kingdom! Why, I was through there only last month on vacation. The flowers there are gorgeous 
this time of year and the citrus succulent, O how I miss it! I have many friends in your city. Do 
you happen to know Eliezar ben Schlomo? Yes? Well, then, carry my best regards to him upon 
your return. By the way, I heard your high school football team is set to have a fantastic year, 
and that Capernaum doesn’t have a chance to beat you this year.” 
 
Sensing he has a friend in Absalom, the stranger takes the bait. The talk grows serious as 
Absalom invites his visitor to share the reason for his journey to Jerusalem. He listens patiently, 
eyes misting over with that, I-feel-your-pain look. When the visitor has fully laid out his gripe, 
Absalom would say, “See, what can I say, your claims are good and right. What a pity my father 
David hasn’t appointed anyone to take care of your concerns.”   
 
Then it comes, the moment of political truth. His voice drops to a whisper as he wraps his arm 
around his new friend and draws him closer. “Ah, if only I were judge in the land! Then all who 
had a suit or a cause might come to me and I would give them justice!” The seed of dissension 
now sown, Absalom has planted another seed of political revolution. 
 
Absalom – so attractive, so engaging, and so subversive, intent upon harm with every caressing 
stroke of flattery. He sounds so pure and innocent, yet subtly he creates disenchantment with 
each smooth word, so that the Bible says of Absalom, “whenever people came near to do 
obeisance to him, Absalom would put out his hand and take hold of them and kiss them. Thus 
Absalom did to every Israelite who came to the king for judgment.” 
 
Did Absalom’s flattery gain results? Indeed. “Absalom stole the hearts of the people of Israel.” 
There you have it. Absalom’s rise began with flattery, charming his way into people’s hearts to 
accomplish his true agenda.



The Hebrew Bible’s Wisdom Literature contains numerous sayings about flattery. The primary 
Hebrew word translated “flattery” is heleq, meaning “smooth,” thus my title, Smooth Moves!  
Proverbs 5:3 warns of a prostitute’s flattery. “For the lips of a loose woman drip honey, and her 
speech is smoother (heleq) than oil.”   
 
Absalom played the role of a political prostitute, a smooth-talker whose lips dripped with 
enticing political honey. So accomplished was his flattery, so warm his personality, so seductive 
his speech, that he was able to steal the people’s hearts away from his father, King David.   
 
Let me tell you about another Old Testament usage of this word heleq. In Isaiah 41 the prophet 
describes how an artisan would craft an idol. For this process of molding metal, he uses the word 
heleq, “smoothing.” Isaiah is poking fun at the craftsmen who mold their own gods, smoothing 
the surface with care and shaping their own gods, only to bow down to their creation. 
Absalom was an artisan, not with hammer and anvil, but with smooth words as his crafting tool. 
From his lips, flattery was a skilled instrument to bend the hearts of the people into the shape of 
political insurrection.  
 
Now, a question, as we draw this to a conclusion. “What can Absalom’s smooth moves teach us 
about worship?” You see, I don’t intend this sermon to be merely an historical lesson on 
Absalom, as interesting as that may be, nor merely a psychological lesson on flattery and it’s 
power. I want to take it a step further in order to make an observation on the nature of worship.  
 
Why do we gather in the sanctuary every Sunday morning to worship? Why do we recite psalms 
and sing hymns which laud and magnify God? And here’s the real question – how is our worship 
different from flattery?    
 
It’s an interesting question. Were kings and potentates of this world demanding of worship, we’d 
regard that as a negative character trait, would we not? How, then, do we imagine God might 
receive joy in being praised, as we sang this morning, “All Creatures of Our God and King, lift 
up your voice and with us sing . . .”   
 
Does God need such praise? What’s the difference, then, between flattery and worship? I think 
the difference is that if we regard our words of praise as useful instruments to “smooth” God’s 
heart to our desire, to shape God into a divine ally as Absalom shaped the Israelites, whether for 
temporal or eternal reward, then our worship becomes little more than smooth moves.   
 
Genuine worship seeks, not to shape God’s heart, but for God to fashion our hearts. Through 
today’s worship, may we find inspiration in our disciple walk, God-shaped models of divine love 
for the transformation of communities and the world.  
 
 

 
 


