Sermon preached @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore 15 August 2010

Twelfth Sunday after Pentecost

"Stay with the question!"


Mid-August.


The summer is flying.


Times of peace and relaxation are going past.   There's more, but not quite enough.


And here are all these lovely, profound Scriptures, not connected to each other, or to any festival --- just floating out there on the sea of our life together, waiting for us to open and apply --- nourishment, if we but know how to use it --- and that's part of the answer to the question of our life.


Part of  our job is to come together, week by week, and let the Word come and dwell among us, through these human texts and our human interpretations of them.


Stay with that for a moment.   Like keeping clean, and paying bills, and keeping up with friends, church attendance is one of those honorable things that open us to greater possibilities.


Look at the first text.   Isaiah is impersonating God, and teaching us what a lover does --- God grieves, and rages, and sulks over our conduct towards one another and towards God, which is one and the same thing.   That is part of my Sunday, part of my week, to hear and repent for and promise to do better from.


Then the Psalm:   "Give ear, O Shepherd of Israel." ---spelling out for us how to cry out, and complain, and remember, and learn from, being human this week in this city at this time.   Take the time to lament, and beg, and shudder, and then to hope again in spite of everything, and because everything works for good for them that love the Lord who are called according to God's purposes.   Remember we don't have time for any other attitude.   We're been baptized into life, and death has no dominion over us.   "Restore us, O Lord God of hosts;   let your face shine, that we may be saved."


Stay with me here.   We round a corner and enter a beautifully furnished room --- a library, almost --- where a handsome white-haired man in a frock coat (or a lovely, regal matron in flowing dinner gown) pulls down volume after volume as she/he lectures us about the dignity of our life.   Example after example comes off the page of the Letter to the Hebrews (hardly anyone thinks it was written by the Apostle Paul, but it surely emerged from a school of early Christians who carried on Paul's teaching and pastoral work).   "Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a cloud of witnesses" --- Sit with the fact we're not here because we've been good, or smart, or beautiful, but because a host of folks believed us into being and kept the world as lovely as it is --- Take heart, soak up this positive energy --- we are getting more of the answer to why we are who we are and what we can build with the tools we've been given.


But wait.


Now, in the Gospel lesson, we face Jesus stern, wrestling with his circumstances,  penetrating every listener's heart with the question:   "What have YOU done with the Father's love?   Where are you on the scale of charity?   Why won't you pray?   What are you here for?"


Church is not easy.   Being small is no judgment:   Maybe small is all God can handle right now.   We're not into sales, we're into construction:   Building souls, redeeming character, healing society.


I cannot figure out, as pastor, what more we should be doing.   I know we're not doing enough.   All I can do is insist with, stay with, the question --- through Jesus Christ.


Amen.


Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor 

