Sermon preached 24 April 2011 @ Bethesda/Baltimore

Easter

“Now!”


I’ve always taken seriously what an old fellow in one of my student churches told me:   “Preacher, nobody ever got saved after 12 noon!”


We modern United Methodists have gone a long way towards incorporating the classic worship traditions.   We follow the Christian year, and impose ashes --- but I still feel better if the Sunday liturgy doesn’t last much over an hour.


That means this morning is a capsule version of what the church has been doing since last night.


Look at your bulletin:   There’s first the Service of Light, which represents the Easter Vigil.


Then there’s the Service of the Word, which we do every Sunday.


Then, harking back to the ancient custom of baptizing new trainees at the end of a 3-year process, on Easter --- and of welcoming back penitents who’ve fallen away and been rehabilitated, along with everybody else renewing their membership vows,  together, there’s the Service of the Water.


Then, all join hands and hearts at the table:   The Service of the Table, Holy Communion --- the fundamental fellowship meal that binds us to one another and to Jesus.


And finally, we go forth ---- for this is the main part of our lives, being sent, the “missa,” or “Mass,” for action on our separate courses.


At Easter, we do it all…not only for its own sake, but to prepare us to fit into many traditions with some comfort and understanding;   for this is an ecumenical age, and we represent open-minded mainline Christianity.  That’s our gift, and we honor it, today of all days.

Right now, we’re in the Service of the Word, so let’s walk through the texts assigned for this annual moment.


First, Peter is shown recognizing he can’t keep anyone out.


If Adolf Hitler comes to take Communion, or Genghis Khan presents himself as a candidate for baptism, the onus is on us.   If we can’t find Jesus excluding such people in Scripture, we’re on the spot.   Every condition we set focuses, not on the other person’s heart, but on ours, where God sees.   Period.


Next, we read from an early church letter, written 15 or 20 years before any of our stories of Jesus, or Gospels, and hear our religion is a matter of morality.   Before we talk of heaven or hell, we answer to principles of action.   That means an atheist may have a better heart and do a better job living and dying than I   ---   or you.


The only edge anybody has, is whether he, or she, has already died,or not.   Anybody who really understands, has already given up everything but walking right.


Most of us are partly there.   None of us knows where we are on the scale of loving.   All of us are growing towards the light, because God’s working on us.


In church, we quote Paul:   “When Christ, who is your life, is revealed, then you also will be revealed with him in glory.”

Most of us are here because we can’t make it without such words of encouragement.


Then there’s Mary.


Weeping by the side of the tomb,  she can’t recognize Jesus.   Too much has happened;   too much is in the way.


“Mary,” the form says.

There come moments when we CAN hear, and see, and respond.


That is fundamental, clear, “scientific,” if you want to say it that way, evidence that we’re on the right track.


The good news gets through.   We have what we need.   We get to love;  and that explains everything.


“Do not hold me,” the vision continues.


Everything we do in church testifies to this insight.   Faith is forward.   Let go what you have, so  more can be offered.


Stuck where you are, you can’t be intimate with Someone alive, and everywhere, and HERE, where your heart beats.


Let us celebrate this understanding of the Christian faith.   Let us use all the helps, the history, the stories and customs,  that make sense to us.   Let us rejoice in the companionship of all these friends.   


Let us do it NOW…


Through Jesus Christ.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
