Sermon preached 14 August 2011 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Ninth Sunday after Pentecost

“Hard-won compassion”


Last Sunday we discussed looking at the negative side of our family histories, our church and denomination, our nation, and our own individual soul stories.

          The scriptural theme was the betrayal of Joseph by his brothers, and his being sold as a slave to some traders on their way to Egypt.


I quoted the story Barack Obama tells of how his mother held his feet to the fire on the matter of schoolwork, and I said preachers, and every one of us disciples of Jesus, are obligated to hold one another to the lessons of our faith, particularly the hard passages in the Bible, such as that miserable story of Jacob’s sons mistreating their younger brother, Joseph….

…and, in closing, I cited the story of Jesus rescuing Peter when he lost courage and started to sink in the sea…saying, in conclusion, that God will rescue us when we face hard truths with God.


I passed around a statement I and about one thousand other United Methodist clergy have signed,  pledging not to discriminate in weddings with duly prepared same gender couples.


We didn’t talk much about that, but we did recognize this is one of those hard stories where people differ and, as the statement said, the church has a lot to confess and be sorry for over the ages.


Now, today, we start at the opposite end of the story, and read a beautiful passage of Joseph coming out to his brothers, and forgiving them, and saying, “You meant it for evil, but God meant it for good.”


The Psalm goes along with this theme, saying, “How very good and pleasant it is when kindred live together in unity!”


So our theme, today, is good news coming out of bad news.


It is a profoundly different topic from last week’s facing the bad things;   but of course the two are fundamentally connected.


The Gospel lesson presents the matter much more harshly.   Joseph’s stringing along  of his brothers until he finally reveals himself to them,  is nothing compared to the curt rejection Jesus gives the foreign woman pleading for her daughter.   This seems to me to be one of those cases where the gospel-writer asked for everything anybody knew about Jesus, and then got more than was comfortable.   It surely shows Jesus’ human side, like the story from his mother and brothers outside waiting to take him home, who heard, “Who is my mother and brother?   Those who do the will of God.”    Hard-won compassion, indeed!   Thank God the woman persisted, and thank God our Lord finally came around!


Paul comes at the theme from still another direction, saying God was making the Jews jealous by sending Jesus to the Gentiles, so that everyone could eventually convert and be one big happy family.   That’s a nice touch, for us;  but I doubt many Jews find it either complimentary or reassuring…and we know over the centuries that sort of thinking has supported lots of persecution, by Christians, of Jews.   More modesty and humility on our part, more respect for God’s work in other religions, is surely called for in our globally-connected and intermarrying time.

I’m looking at something deeper than these stories illustrate, for us, on this theme of good coming out of bad.


Our neighborhood had a terrible murder last summer, and we’re following the trial now.   One of the suspects has confessed --- and my first reaction to her confession is awe, and thanksgiving.   What difference does it make how much she’s punished, now that she’s confessed?


Indeed, in our political campaign for mayor, why is there so much criticism of the incumbent?   Aren’t the specifics of each candidate’s proposed program more important than showing up the last person?


As far as that goes, there’s growing consensus that jobs is the nation’s first priority;   but aren’t we being called not just to provide jobs, but meaningful work, to every able citizen?


Aren’t these the hard-won truths of our time?   Isn’t God after better, in all the mystery of our lives?


Aren’t we invited to get over everything:   grief, guilt, blame ---learn most of all to get over these things within ourselves --- so that we an emerge into the full light of compassionate living?


Isn’t that the good news of Jesus Christ---

Hard-won compassion that really matters, to us and to all we contact?


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
