Sermon preached @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore 7 August 2011

Eighth Sunday after Pentecost

“Looking within”


…and so we come to the story of Joseph and his brothers.


It is a story of jealousy, and betrayal, and violence, and sorrow:    All those things we can find in our own family stories, if we go back far enough and look closely enough.


It is the “down “ side of God’s promise to stick with Jacob --- for certainly, Jacob’s conniving nature, and his favoritism towards Joseph, are in the background of the brothers’ cruelty towards Joseph, and of their lying report to their father Jacob, showing him Joseph’s coat covered with blood;   and surely, God is a just God and a God of consequences, who can be expected to bring painful results out of evil or misguided actions.


One thing we Christians often slip away from is the great human lessons of the Old Testament.   We idolize the Holy Family:   Jesus, Mary, and Joseph --- and forget that they are just a small part of the making of Jesus as a fully human being.   Whatever the actual events of Jesus’ life, by the time the church was organized enough to produce what we call the Gospels:   Mathew, Mark, Luke, and John --- a great deal of thinking and connecting had gone into the story of Israel and the story of Jesus --- which, when you get right down to it, means the story of every follower of Jesus.


The time Jesus spent alone in the desert connected to Joseph’s capture and exile into Egypt.


The violence of his brothers towards Joseph connects with Jesus’ betrayal, arrest, and crucifixion.


The division among his brothers, where even the merciful ones were afraid and outnumbered, relates to the divisions among the Pharisees and Sadducees and the common folk, as well as to the lonely resistance and protests of people such as Nicodemus, and certainly of the women who “watched from afar,” and of Peter, who rebuked Jesus’ plan to risk himself, and then himself denied our Lord three times, or before the cock crowed three times, or however the  retelling had the events of the Passion story.


What I’m getting at here is the call to look within that comes to each of us, as part of our discipleship.


Not just once, and not just in our own story, but in the whole picture of our upbringing, our ancestry, our culture, we have much to learn.


By “learn,” I don’t mean a single, one-time lesson.   I mean a steady habit of looking within;  a willingness to confront unpleasant truths;   a listening approach, as well as the courage to stand up when the time for that comes.


If I start illustrating what I mean, I’ll get differences of opinion, and I recognize that’s part of my job.   I’m not here, the church doesn’t ordain,  to please everybody.   Loving people enough to teach them to look within is glorious work --- but the pay is never enough, in human terms.


Here I want to quote from a review of the “Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother,” a recent book by Amy Chua, viz:   “In his memoir, ‘Dreams from My Father,’ Barack Obama tells us that when he was a boy in Indonesia, his mother


Five days a week…came into my room at four in the morning, 

          force-fed me breakfast, and proceeded to teach me my English

          lessons for three hours before I left for school and she left for

          work.   I offered stiff resistance to this regimen,  but in response

          to every strategy I concocted…she would patiently repeat her 

          most powerful defense:   “This is no picnic for me either, buster.”


That is what I’m talking about.


Whether you agree with the Chinese Tiger Mother, or not;   and whether you agree with Barack Obama’s mother or not as he describes it --- there is part of the preacher’s task that’s basically holding peoples’ nose to the grindstone of our family story, and our culture’s story, and our nation’s story, and our congregation’s story --- not to mention our own individual soul’s story.

We must look within in order to see without, to tell the good news of Jesus in ways that relate,  and heal.


Of course this isn’t just the preacher I’m describing.   Every disciple has the obligation I’m describing.


To keep this from being moralizing, I close with the image of Peter in the Gospel reading.   Looking for a moment at the clear truth that God, in Jesus,  was greater than any storm or sea --- Peter then fails, as we all do, to keep walking towards Jesus, and sinks…and what happens then is the fact we give our lives to demonstrate, day in and day out:   The Lord stoops down, rescues us, chides and saves us.


This is what we find, when we look within, through Jesus Christ.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
