Sermon preached @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore 21 August 2011

Tenth Sunday after Pentecost

“Multiple choice”


As the scriptures walk us through our founding story, starting with God’s promise to make a great people out of Abraham and Sarah, we’re struck by how many things could’ve defeated that promise.


Sarah was barren.   Jacob was a trickster.   Joseph was sold into slavery … and now, just as things smooth out , with the Israelites settled in Egypt under a kindly pharaoh, the most fundamental story of all begins.


It is a story of women as heroes:  Moses’ mother and sister, and before that the Hebrew midwives Shiphrah and Puah --- and finally Pharaoh’s own daughter,  all rescue the infant Moses, and the story once again seems hopeful.


Teaching us by story, the psalm sings, “If it had not been the Lord who was on our side --- let Israel now say….   Our help is in the name of the Lord.”

Out of many explanations, the Bible offers one:   A trustworthy destiny rules our lives.   Everything that happens to us can be interpreted in God’s favor.


The message is clear:   Even in the dark, hold on!


Sweeping down across the centuries to the word of the first Christians, we then hear Paul enlarging the message of Israel with a description of people --- most of them still Jews --- who live by the risen Spirit of Jesus, in a fellowship so close it is called his body, alive as a result of his death.


That  body --- the new Israel, living alongside the original Israel --- uses the energy of Jesus to express community in his image:   Non-judgmental, with no ranks, and everybody employing whatever talent is genuine, and with no division by national origin or, in the earliest days, even by authority of men over women.


This is an incredible  tale, and we could just stop here and celebrate, and beg forgiveness for not trying harder to live by it, and testify to all the good it’s already brought about in human history.

But the Gospel writer we focus on this year of the 3-year lectionary cycle, the one known as Matthew, has more to teach us today.


Looking back over the story of Israel, Matthew has his hero, Jesus, ask a question of his close followers.


Arriving at a new place on his travels around the Sea of Galilee, he says abruptly, “Who do people say that the Son of Man is?”


Their answers are mixed.   You’re a healer, a miracle-worker, the new law-giver.


“But you --- who do you say that I am?”


Peter answers, “You’re the one our people have waited for --- the one to bring in a new time of peace and health --- you’re the Messiah.”


It’s as if all today’s Bible readings have one point:   Attach yourself to this body --- for by this time perhaps 30 years had passed since the man Jesus had been a separate entity --- and you will live God’s purpose for your life.


Stepping back from that single point, we have all kinds of questions:   Doubts, alternatives, fear:  
 Who am I to think I know the Messiah?


That is the church question.  
 If you make it inside these doors, if you sit next to these people,  and shake hands when we pass the peace of Christ around the room, you are confronted with choices.   It’s gotten too late to dodge.   There’s enough clarity here to make you know:   You are either turning away, or you are going towards the mystery we call God.


All that history we’ve just read today --- that Egyptian slavery we’ve just started to re-tell with the baby, Moses;  all that thanksgiving for coming this far,  that the Psalm teaches us to sing;  all that description of community that Paul gives, saying, “This is what a healthy body looks like. This is fitness, soul-and-boy-together wholeness “ --- all these things make up a CALL. 
  It will get you into politics.
            It will guide your pocketbook.  
 It will make you turn off the radio and meditate.  
 It will cause you to pray, and pray, and pray --- “Pray without ceasing,” Paul says.


 In fact, even if you turn away, you will be different. 
           Something has already happened.

To be around people who believe the Messiah has come, is life-changing.   “For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father in heaven.”


Already the choices are narrowing down.


Perhaps, in fact, we who believe are the ones with a choice.   Either we can believe Christ is reaching out through our simple fellowship and witness, or not.   Scripture is full of small beginnings.  Moses is just a baby today.   The disciples are just followers today ---- and they will shortly run
away even from that;  but already the story is turning --- and we are here together --- and all the choices we have made, and our ancestors have made, and our Lord has made, have made a world, where we belong, where we matter, where we get a second chance, and a 77th chance --- and where the Kingdom of Heaven has come so near, it is real, and the Messiah has chosen US before we chose him, to be his beloved.


Thanks be to God.


Amen.
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