Sermon preached @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore 1 August 2010

Tenth Sunday after Pentecost

"The Government"


Try to imagine yourself one of those Hebrews Hosea was talking to.


You have a religion as bloodthirsty as they come, in its beginnings.   The Song of Deborah, which may be the oldest passage in the Bible, glorifies war, and portrays God killing thousands so Israel can occupy the land.


That's ancient history by now (Hosea's time), but contemporary worship is as literal and strict as what gave Jesus fits 700 years later --- not unlike, in our eyes, what we see on Upper Park Heights Avenue, or what tourists around Lancaster, Pa., observe when they see Amish buggies and bonnets.   (I'm painting with a broad brush here, to get across the point that current religion in Hosea's moment seemed to him full of surface ritual}.


Against this, you see a huge Assyrian empire bearing down on your little kingdom; and you wonder how God thinks, what God intends, for you all.


The prophet's imagination puts God in the place of a betrayed lover or husband or parent;  and instead of rage, the divine emotion is despair and deep sadness.


It is a turning-point for the people of Israel;  and it models the spiritual experience of every one of us who tries to follow Abraham, and Jesus the risen Christ.  We go from judgment to despair, from concern for justice, to pleading for mercy.


I live just a block from the place on St. Paul Street where that young man was murdered last Sunday night....the one on national news, Steven Pitcairn, full of promise.   The rage, and dismay, and fear that have been echoing through the media, and through Baltimore, are invitations to study Hosea.   A God of vengeance won't do, or even a God of judgment, or justice.   What do we solve by stashing the couple thought to be the murderers, into prison?   Neither the loss felt by his family and friends, nor the clear evidence of a sick and violent society, will be removed by punishment, or heightened security.


We are all in trouble;  and no amount of escapism to gated communities, or head-shaking over the sick minds of law-breakers, changes that.   As Jesus says in the Gospel lesson for today, "So it is with those who store up treasures for themselves but are not rich towards God."


We are not rich towards God.   We live in the midst of evil, and it infects our souls as well as our bodies, our outlook as well as our oceans and our food supplies.


Having said that, I want to make just one point today.


I've heard it twice recently around Bethesda.


There is a tendency to blame  "the Government," in the U.S., that gets in the way of Christian discipleship; and it's here among us.


I can only say a little in the short space of a Sunday liturgy, and what I saw is only useful as discussion-starting, so take it easy on my statements;  every one can have two sides to it.

Political action won't save us -- but failure to act won't, either.   Better bus service won't come on Harford Road just by paying more taxes --- but it won't come by privatizing public transportation, either.


All up and down the issues of our time runs this discussion; and we hurt the chances for improved solutions by dividing them into "government" on one side, and "freedom" on the other.


For one simple instance, we could stop the war in Afghanistan tomorrow, if we, the people, turned into the streets and demonstrated against the appropriations the President asks Congress for RIGHT NOW.


Peaceful resistance is possible --- and it comes through politics --- which means, through "the Government."


I've made my point.


Now, let us pray.


Lord, take my plain words, and the beautiful pain of Hosea's poetry, and put them into holy boldness in our little fellowship.


Turn sermonizing into prayer, and help us rattle your cage for peace.

You tell us to knock, and seek;  to ask, and even to demand.   You tell us you can't turn down honest prayer --- you plead with us to unbind your almighty hands so that a new city can rise up out of Baltimore's streets, and the boys and girls can come home from war, and we ourselves can astound ourselves with our power to heal and serve.


We pray through Jesus, our Lord.


Amen.

