Sermon preached Sunday 10 April 2011 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Fifth Sunday in Lent/Girl Scout Sunday

"Easter is already here!"


The church works hard at giving us images to live by.   In our prayers and songs, in color, and fabric, and architecture, we seek balance, and honor 

roots.


In the pattern of the liturgy itself, we shape ourselves as a community:   Coming in, communicating, giving thanks, and going forth.


All of this centers on the Book:   The stories and chants, the stage directions and family histories, the poetry,  the words of comfort,  the cries for help and the shouts of praise, we call the Bible.


Thus, even on a bad day, we benefit from worshiping together.   The sermon may be dull, or our home life may be draining or drab at the moment;   but Christ moves among us, lifting time into the eternal level, where the challenge and the comfort our spirit craves can work, where we can bless and be a blessing.


This is not rocket science, but the practical testimony of ordinary believers.


As the world and, alas, many of our own dear friends and family watch from the outside, we trudge back and forth to and from services week by week.


In general, we appear no different from the rest of humankind, although occasionally a Mother Teresa or a Bishop Desmund Tutu do raise the bar of our reputation a bit.   Their example, though, is offset by a Bertrand Russell or Noam Chomsky --- both professed atheists --- who opposed war and stripped Christian empire of its righteousness, pushing culture towards humaneness like the prophets of Israel.


Inside church, we shift and shake with divisions and give the devil his due much of the time;   and with every personal step forward, and every group move towards justice and generosity, we go through times of  nervousness and emptiness, not knowing how to behave when we're without a battle to fight or an addiction or bad habit to give in to.


And yet we keep coming;  and over time, the plain inspiration of seeing each other, of rubbing shoulders and saying, shyly but somehow happily, "What?   You again?   Peace be with you," works its way.


In certain lights, we wear royal robes.


Take, for example, the old black spiritual that hovers over today's first lesson, from Ezekiel.   Prophet of the Exile, crazy man, seeing things, talking to himself, Ezekiel influenced Israel to believe in themselves, enough to carry them through hell and back home to that scrawny little patch of desert that signified God to them.


Look at that message, preached by white slave-masters to displaced Africans in the most brutish of conditions here on this North American continent.


And now see Ezekiel's message transformed into a song and a sway, incorporating all the rhythm and chanting capacities of their roots, overcoming the barriers of Middle Eastern culture where Ezekiel lived, breaking through all the European transformations of language and character, to become for the whole church  --- and, when it wants to listen, for the whole world --- a song of hope and hanging on, of justice to be worked for and dreamed of --- while staying in its own special idiom: "Ezekiel connected dem dry bones --- now hear the word of the Lord." 


THAT is what we see, dimly, in the story of Lazarus in today's Gospel reading from John.


We see an early Christian community, unable to stay Jewish, living on the edge of civil society;   perhaps, the scholars suggest, centered in the Roman-ruled, but still Greek, city of Ephesus;   finding ways of expressing joy and communion that went beyond the prophets, beyond the Ten Commandments and Torah --- ways that employed terms from other religions, Greek and Babylonian, Persian and Indian.    We see the evidence of very practical people working out a life together:  A meal, and a story; a central character who never leaves, even though he dies ...


And in the midst of all this, we have a Jewish Psalm complaining so deeply about the pain of life, that whatever grief we've brought in,  seems clearly acknowledged by the rest of us:   Psalm 130,  the "De Profundis"..."Out of the depths I cry unto thee, O Lord!"


And finally, we have that great missionary teacher Paul saying bluntly, "There's no other way to live.   Either you set your sights on higher things, or you founder, and waste what little time you have."


And with these grand ideas washing over us, and with the goodness of sharing once again this sublime ordinariness, we say, "This is why.   This is how.   This is the end.   This is the beginning.   This it IT."


This is what we do every Sunday.


Easter is already here.


Thanks be to God.


Come, Lord Jesus!

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
