 Sermon preached Sunday 3 April 2011 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Fourth Sunday in Lent/One Great Hour of Sharing

“Risky Hospitality”


Today’s lessons have so many connections it’s impossible to corral the imagination!


The 23rd Psalm may be speaking of someone accused of a crime, who seeks shelter in the temple, where one is innocent until tried.   “Thou preparest a table before me, in the presence of mine enemies” may, in another image, relate to “setting the table,” a term shepherds used for clearing a space of poisonous weeds, snakes, and other menaces before turning their sheep into it to graze.   


“Thou anointest my head with oil” not only reminds us of the anointing of kings, but of the ancient custom of anointing a person with oil at baptism, signifying the coming of the Holy Spirit, as the scripture says David had the Spirit of the Lord “mightily” from the day Saul anointed him.


In the long story of Jesus healing the blind man, we’re not only given wonderful details for us to reflect on as religious people --- like the Pharisees ---  but also reminded of the danger lurking in all our Christian proclamations, the danger of making Jesus into an idol, rather than accepting him as the channel, for those who are called, of God’s grace and mercy and power.


John’s Gospel is particularly dangerous in this regard, written, as we  think it was, in a time of extreme pain and turmoil.   The Jews had just lost their temple, destroyed by the Romans;   and as so often happens in loss, they turned on those close to them, which in John’s case means those Jews who followed Jesus and believed he was the Messiah.


In reaction, John and John’s church turned on the Jews, and we find some of the most elevated language about Jesus in this Gospel, but also some of the worst criticism of Judaism, so that it is  well known as anti-Semitic and even as the basis of pograms against Jews over and over, with the appellation “Christ killer” used towards Jews in decade after decade and country after country.


What I see in this, for today, as we prepare more earnestly for the restatement of our baptismal vows at Easter, is the cautionary advice to take our faith earnestly, but very, very humbly.


It strikes home particularly now, when so many people look down their Christian noses at Muslims.   We should be about the business of “setting the table” for dialogue with other religions, clearing our Bible study and preaching and talk of any poisonous weeds of anti-other religions.


Back  to the Old Testament lesson, it is important to identify with Samuel when he responded to God, “Saul will kill me if he hears I’m anointing another king.”


Think, sisters and brothers in Christ, what a risk God has taken by making folks such as we God’s messengers!   I need not pry into your affairs, or go into detail about my own failings, to get the point across.   Our Lenten journey, like our entire life, involves self-examination, coming to fresh terms with our own failings, and begging beyond all reason for forgiveness and better attitudes towards ourselves, one another, and all creatures.

That’s where we find ourselves:   Invited to the table, urged not to hang back, even as we acknowledge what a risk the Holy Spirit is taking on us.


We are both separate from the rest of humankind, and united with all humanity.   That is what our special offering teaches us today, by joining us in service, even as it reflects on those United Nations works in Afghanistan, who may or may not have been religious, but who, in their own way, worked for peace and uplift among far-away and needy people --- and who, yes, in the weird twist of attitudes that is so common in our time, actually died because of Christian witness, as they were killed by Muslims who themselves misinterpreted their own faith and used their rage as an excuse for vengeance.


The table is set.   We sheep are invited.   The nourishment is prepared:   Forgiveness for us and all people, through the grace of God as it came to us and so many before us, in the person of Jesus of Nazareth.


Let us share this risky hospitality.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
