Sermon preached 29 August 2010 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Fourteenth Sunday after Pentecost

"Shaming"


A friend put himself at risk last week, and then called me to rescue him, which I did.


As he droned on and on, on the way home, with the mournful details, I blurted out, "You know you're addicted.   You need counseling."


I know exactly where that came from:   My dad.   One woman told me, "Your dad could make me madder than anyone I ever knew, but he was the best doctor in town."


The apple doesn't fall far from the tree, as the saying goes;   and ever so often, I'm shockingly, brutally frank.


I don't know what my friend will make of my comment.   He mumbled some unclear response;   but I thought of all this when I read Jeremiah for today.


God's "had it" with Israel.   We'll forever debate how much politics was to blame for those terrible years of defeat and what's known in our religious narrative as the Exile, with a capital "E" --- but the mood is clear:   God shames Israel through Jeremiah's prophetic words.


The Psalm picks up the theme and gives words for worship to a grieved God:   "O that my people would listen to me...I would feed you with the finest of the wheat, and with honey from the rock...."


Not a pretty picture --- a dark moment when worship focuses on BAD news before good news can break through.


The Gospel lesson has Jesus shaming his host and all who do --- as we all do --- rank people ceremonially, and make up guest lists according to what we owe one another.   Divisive, undiplomatic --- these must've been Jesus' words, they're too unpleasant for the church to forget:   Shaming us with words we carry over into Holy Communion each time we celebrate it:   "Lord, I am not worthy to receive   you...   "We are not worthy to gather up the crumbs under thy table..."    so part of the feast is always confession, as we put it, "before God and one another."


As I drove home from my friend's in the wee hours, I saw a 7-11 across the road and thought immediately, "Boy, would I like a cigarette!" --- and there it was --- my friend's addiction was matched with my own, and not only could I sympathize with him, but I could know how long and shaky the road to self-control can be, and how grateful, rather than proud, any of us who have come to control and manage our addictions have to be...


It's not that I was wrong about my friend.   It's not even that my blunt candor was wrong --- Diplomacy and gentleness aren't always the most effective.


The issue is how to move from shame to self-improvement;   how to hear God's judgment as sound and loving;   how to move beyond feeling bad about ourselves into a more hopeful, constructive position, even if it means stepping into more pain, and giving up the security of any kind of habitual behavior.


I'm going to do that now about Bethesda.   It's time we took the bull by the horns and paid our apportionments.   Divide what we owe by the number of giving units.   Divide that by the number of Sundays left in the calendar year through December --- and then ask for a pledge from each of us to cover the total.


Do that THIS WEEK, and start sending a check at least twice a month.   If we have to borrow against reserves, tell the people,

 and then do it.


I simply don't have time to preach any way but this, or to pastor any way but this.   It's your church, but I'm your designated leader ---- and I'm my father's son.   Marriage isn't always pretty, not when you're really loving.


Last week I asked for $100 for UMCOR Pakistan flood relief.   You see in the announcements we raised $95 --- enough to come close, under my leadership, and just under, to keep me humble.


"For all who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted."


"...and you will be blessed.    for  you will be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous."...through Jesus Christ.


Amen.


Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
