Sermon preached 22 August 2010 @ Bethesda UMC

Thirteenth Sunday after Pentecost

"Each of us is invaluable!"


Jeremiah is the quintessential complaining prophet.


We even have an English word, "jeremiad," for an harangue against a government, or a particular policy of any kind.


Today's passage sets the stage:  Jeremiah was called before he was born, while he was still in the womb,.   He protested, but his objections were overridden.


Israel was on a collision course with God, and he was impelled to preach doom, and he caught hell for it.


What I want to do is to take that very individualistic portrait of a single Hebrew prophet, and turn it into a universal pattern for each of us, a description of every one of us as we walk the walk of faith.


Like Jeremiah, we stand apart at some point;  and EVERY day, in some way we walk alone and pay the price for doing that.


At the same time, our Gospel lesson teaches another aspect of the same fact.   Jesus insists a crippled woman is ready and willing and must be honored immediately.


We needn't act superior to the synagogue leader here.   The New Testament, after all, is a teaching tool, a short-hand course in Jesus.   What we're supposed to "get" here is Jesus' accessibility;  his focus on healing;  and the conflict such intense positive approaches stirred up, even at the center of community worship.


You wouldn't think that would happen;  and yet yes, you would, because life's like that.   I never start from scratch in a relationship, or with a problem, or even a brand new project.   There's always something in the way, something has to be dealt with first before I can follow through on making love, or teaching a child,  or voting for a political candidate, or anything you can think of.


And that's where I want us to be, here at Bethesda, this Sunday.


I don't want us to think we can start anything from scratch, and I don't want to teach that doing anything good is all that easy.


It's not.


Luke wants us to see that healing a person is pivotal.   Everything starts from the personal.   That's what makes war, and nation-building, and even national defense so foreign to the New Testament:   Religion just doesn't operate on a grand level, but always is based in the individual human heart --- which puts us modern American Christians at cross-purposes every time we worship in a room where the American flag is, right from the start --- Whose loyalty do we proclaim, anyway?   Isn't our task to make the nation holy,  and not to worship the nation, or its symbol, the flag?


Indeed, the lesson from Hebrews makes just that point, when it says, in dignified Greek much more elegant than Luke's conversational, story-telling style:   Hebrews says to the early church, especially to the converted Jews, the Hebrews:   "Please remember that you are not where your spiritual ancestors were, trembling over the fire and smoke at the foot of Mount Sinai.   You're part of a movement around a man --- one who walked these roads and faced common human issues ---   God has consumed everything that gets in the way of virtue, and loving, and justice ----."    Therefore ... let us   "offer to God an acceptable worship with reverence and awe, for indeed our God is a consuming fire."


Here's what I want to say:   We are facing three things at Bethesda:


1)   Starting a children and young people's Sunday school;


2)   Considering more frequent Communion  at the later service;


and


3)   Coming from 'way behind to pay our annual apportionments to     


      the larger church.


Any one of the these topics could discourage or divide us;   or, they can be individual calls to each one of us to build a better life together.


Look in the announcements and see how much we mean to people.    Think, and pray, and bring your gift to the altar.   I'll start:  We should give $100 to UMCOR today for Pakistan flood relief.   I'll give $10 at each service myself, and ask you to match it.   Each of us is invaluable, and together we are called out of ourselves and into worldwide missions through the Body of Christ.


Do this, and then see if we don't discover ways to form Sunday School classes, and make Communion more holy among us WHENEVER we celebrate it, and move off dead center on our apportionment given.


See what being lonesome, and brave, and convicted can do, yet another time,  for each one of us individually, and all of us together, through Jesus Christ.   Amen. 

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor

