Sermon preached 25 April 2010 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

4th Sunday of Easter

"Reality"


For a story line, today seems like a detour.


We've been listening to the early church soon after Jesus' death:   First, the Easter appearance in risen form, in the Garden, to Mary Magdalene;   then the apostles, gathered in the Upper Room behind locked doors, receive him;   then, a week later, Thomas sees and believes.   Last Sunday he appeared by the seashore and asked Peter, "Do you love me?" three times.


Today, however, John takes us back in time to  Jesus, teaching in the temple, in winter --- the festival of the Dedication,  when pious Jews remembered their successful overthrow of foreign authorities, specifically the Maccabean revolt in the second century B.C.    "So the Jews gathered around him and said to him, 'How long will you keep us in suspense?   If you are the Messiah, tell us plainly.'"


Now it makes sense.


Just because we've had Easter is no reason to expect we're through with doubts.   Just because other people question our faith is no reason to think we won't.


Look at it more closely.   On good authority, the people of Israel were hoping for permanent security as a nation, right there on the land they'd claimed centuries before.


Yet what did Jesus say, at the final time he had his authority questioned?   We know it by heart:   "My kingdom..."   what?   "My kingdom IS NOT OF THIS WORLD."


Was he a dreamer?   off in some space of his own imagining?


What do we mean when we give him authority, all these generations later?   What is the connection between this ancient story and our present reality?


What is reality, anyway?


In the deepest, most useful sense, reality is an ATTITUDE, not a circumstance.


Knowing his people's history, Jesus could see the insecurity of nationhood.   Seeing the crushing power of Rome all around, he realized there was no way power would come back to the people of Israel. 

  Yet his genius lay even deeper than this realism.   He believed a new kind of activism into being.   Non-violent resistance to injustice permeates the pages of the New Testament.   First it was Jesus himself, healing on the Sabbath, eating with obvious sinners and outcasts;   then it was the disciples refusing to cease telling about Jesus, baptizing non-Jews, explaining scripture in a newly inclusive way.


We are the products of ages and ages of people who believed the Good News into being.


Whatever is worthy about our own lives is tied to this same realism.   When we have acted in love, been unselfish, been brave for the right, our souls have expanded, and we have grown --- and at the same time, good results we often never saw came about in other people's lives.
When this has not been the case:   When we have given in to fear, or hidden under cover of custom, or addiction, or any other excuse, we have shrunk, and God has had to wait.


Is this "not of this world?"
         Is this less significant than cash, muscle, longevity?


Well, here among believers, we can say, "no."   We can speak about REAL things.   The Holy Spirit moves among us, encouraging first one and then another.


When we leave, and go out on our own,   we carry that praying energy from here into other space, and develop it in our own private encounters with God...but it's all the same truth.


Sometimes I'm overwhelmed with the goodness of it all.    Other times, the Lord hears a lot of complaining.   Sometimes routine saves me.   Other times someone else's kindness to me, or someone else's need of me, pulls me along.



But this is the truth:   not the Tea Parties;   not Obamacare;   not Homeland Security, or even the municipal budget.;  certainly not "us" against "them," however you define it.


What matters;  what calls me, and sustains me, and explains what I need to know to be healthily and openly alive, is God's active, intimate love, and all the ramifications of that fact in my life.


You can say it better than I.


Your testimony is what God wants --- your growth, your kindness, your courage.   That's the truth that was there before your story began.   It is the same now that everything's happened the way it has.


It was.   It is.   It shall be.:   Reality, in Jesus Christ.    Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
