Sermon preached 11 April 2010 @ Bethesda UM Church/Baltimore

Second Sunday of Easter

"Doubt as an element of faith"


These "Great Fifty Days" between Easter and Pentecost seem like an extended church party.


We sing strong songs, use white and gold colors, and read elevated Bible stories.   "Peter and the apostles" bravely repeat the Easter miracle before all opponents.   The Psalmist praises Jahweh.  John salutes the seven churches with a supremely confident introduction from his exile on Patmos Island.   John's Gospel gives scenes of Jesus risen, meeting with the amazed disciples.


Underneath, however, this is more like an extended  Lent.   We are questioning our faith, now from the other side.


We've joined church.  Now we're looking at what we've got ourselves into.


Sure, there are nice people.   Sure, there are great Bible verses and wonderful songs.   Yes, we believe prayer works, and it's great to know our money goes where it does some good.


But what about the reality of the whole thing?   "Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in the mark of the nails and my hand in his side, I will not believe."


(Here I confessed that, despite hard work and much prayer, I had not been able to complete a manuscript.


I gave some examples of where my thoughts were ranging, viz.:


1)  Last week's Prayer Calendar showed a woman who had been horribly abused, who inspired a missionary doctor with her cheerful, positive attitude.    I said I wanted to be part of a movement that had such people, and that was, in my opinion, real faith...and that wherever the church, or any other institution, held such promise, I would go, support, affirm.


2)   I described the protest rally I attended at the War Memorial Plaza last week, in which members of many groups, including the Baltimore Interfaith Coalition, of which I'm a part, proclaimed opposition to Baltimore City budget measures that would close recreation centers, senior programs, fire and police support, and other vital civic operations.    Again, I specified such demonstrating as an example of real faith.


3)   I spoke of reading Mark Braverman's new book, FATAL EMBRACE, and how he, a Jew, believes Israel has no special right to the Holy Land, and in fact is turning away from the heritage of faith that his people treasure, in the actions of the State of Israel.    I cited him as another example of faith that is real, and said his courageous witness inspires me.


I then continued:)

These are examples of taking the Gospel seriously.


I don't see how the African woman can be cheerful.    It is the kind of miracle, made up of training, friends, good care, and worship, that happened after Jesus' death.    "My Lord and my God!" was the response.


I don't see how the city's budget can be stretched ... but I know social will exists, power and money can be pushed around, GOD GIVES OPPORTUNITIES, lives can be saved.   City life isn't all hopeless.


I don't think Israel will change overnight.   I don't think U.S. policy will back off quickly from elevating Israel...but how THRILLING to hear a Jew say things critical of Jews!  God is working on justice IN REALITY, not just in creeds and conversions.


But it's not all upbeat.   (Here I told examples my friend Margrit gave recently from her latest trip to Russia:   A son falsely accused and jailed, another son suffering from the effects of the Chernobyl disaster years ago.  


I continued:)

Margrit came home exhausted.   Great energy is required of all of us...."To whom much is given, much will be demanded."


Life with Jesus is all-encompassing, intimate   (Margrit prayed the "imprecatory" psalms with new meaning).


As a child, I always left out "only" in the Apostles' Creed, because I did not believe Jesus was the ONLY son of God...and although I've had many experiences of faith in Jesus, that early doubting has enlarged my view and continues to insist I tell the church, "We are not special...God loves all."

   Doubt is part of the walk of faith.  

   Let us rejoice and be glad because of it, grateful to Thomas , and John, and Jesus, and God.   Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor


