Sermon preached 18 April 2010 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Third Sunday of Easter/Native American Ministries Sunday

"More than these"


"More than these."


"When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, 'Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these?'"


What's going on here?


Is this an echo of the first commandment:    "Thou shalt have no other gods before me?"


Even though Jesus commanded us to love one another as he has loved us;   even though John's Gospel insists that we love God whom we have not seen by loving our neighbor whom we can see, we know we commune with God alone.   Our following Jesus is always a private as well as a public affair.   From the time we were infants and were taught to pray directly to  God:   "Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray Thee, Lord, my soul to keep..."

we've been learning to pray by ourselves as well as in groups --- or as Matthew's Gospel says, to go into our closet and shut the door, "and your heavenly Father who seeth in secret" will hear your prayer.


There's another way to look at this, though.    It has dogged the church from the beginning, just as it dogged Israel, and still does.   "Do you love me more than these?" can be, has been , taken to mean we know better than other people how to pray.   


Whether it's the Pope, or my denomination, or the chosen people of Israel, or  Christians versus Hindus, or Muslims versus non-Muslims, or any other special standing, we all know the problem.


"More than these," indeed!


There is nothing more important we can do as a religious community, in these days immediately after Easter, when the songs are triumphant and we're reading about the thrilling spread of our faith in its earliest days, nothing more important we can do, than to insist WE ARE NOT SPECIAL.


I know that goes against many of our bible texts;   but remember:   They were written to, and by, powerless people at the bottom of the social and political  ladder;   people who were discovering self-worth and hope from inner conviction and supportive fellow believers, not from money or rank or any of the things we still consider valuable rewards  and recognition. The pull between being separate (God loves me, loves my tribe) and being equal (Christ died for all;  God is love, universally) is still with us.


A friend sent me one of those e-mail chain letters full of hate towards Muslims.   He said he didn't subscribe to its premises, but he believes in freedom of speech.  


I wrote back that there are things that don't deserve to be circulated.   Growing up a few years after a lynching in my home-town, and just barely remembering Hitler's speeches on the radio, I knew there were pernicious diatribes that stirred up the evil in us, and I believed the Dutch and Germans were right, after World War II, to make it illegal to say certain things in  public.   I said we've had recent examples of BULLYING that illustrate what I mean, and we members of churches need to stand firm against such things, and set our own houses in order.


Last week we were privileged to host a memorial service here in this sanctuary for the brother of one of the folks who attends  one of our support groups downstairs.   It was a Christian service, and that's fine;   but it was an example of using  our building as a "house of prayer for all peoples," which is what the early church heard Jesus advocate right from the beginning.


I have given up any claim to heaven that sets me above non-Christians.   As long as I speak in church, I will proclaim a universal God, and a Christ whose resurrection symbolizes the triumph of love and justice over any political power or religion.   Rome, and the Jewish religious authorities,  put Jesus to death .   Today our government, and our church, are enough like those biblical institutions, to make our faith walk as clear as it was for the young church.   It is unconscionable for public figures to talk about killing bin Laden, or for us to push sanctions against Iran, as though we are trustworthy with nuclear weapons ourselves.


It gets right down to the personal:   The deepest private struggle I have is with my own tendency to condemn myself for thoughts, feelings, or even actions.   I waste more energy judging myself, or judging my neighbor, than God ever intended. 

         I'm convinced the basic principle of life is to choose constructive over destructive thoughts and actions.   My interpretation of "more than these"   ---   "Do you love me more than these?"   is the one I began this sermon with:   Jesus --- God --- our higher power --- however you want to put it --   offers us the chance, every day, in every situation, to move toward the positive;   to vote for love;   to believe a universal, personally approachable Spirit lives in every corner of my soul and in every organization and circumstance, all across the globe and down through the generations, and into the future, beyond what we even call life.


Easter is a great time to explore the universality of our faith.   May we do so, through Jesus Christ.   


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor

