Sermon preached 27 December 2009 @ Bethesda/Baltimore

First Sunday after Christmas

"More blessed to receive..."


The Savior said it is more blessed to give than to receive, but I wonder.


I generally have more satisfying conversations when I listen a lot.


Not if I'm just crouched waiting for the other person to finish, but rather if I'm really invested in what I'm hearing.


Christmas offers plenty of time for such exchanges.   People are pretty full of themselves at Christmas.   Either what they're doing, or what's being done to them, is on the front burner.


I do a good deal of running around myself;  but more and more, around the big feasts of the Christian year, I watch myself take a lot of deep breaths, give up when lists are half done so I don't have to rush.


I almost take on the perspective of a sick person:   I wonder at simple things like the weather, or an angry child, or a happy child, or a piece of furniture, or a piece of music.


Even daily devotions have more blank moments.   Charles Wesley's phrase, "lost in wonder, love, and praise," seems more apt than ordinarily.


This is, I believe, a great need in our society:   The ability to stand back, without any particular agenda.   


People from cultures such as India and Asia tell us it's permissible there for a busy professional or parent simply to make a retreat, indefinitely attaching to some monastic order, or even simply going on one's own into the woods, living as a beggar, withdrawing.


I remember my father, a family doctor, saying, fifty years or so ago, that seventy-five per cent of the ailments he treated were self-inflicted, psychosomatic.


There seems, in other words, to be a universal human need to back off from too much responsibility, or an untenable social environment. 

        We can control only so much, and we learn by trial and error to let go as well as to push ahead.


I see the liturgy teaching us this, today.


The big event has occurred.


We did our part;   but it really came and went on its own.


God is here;   and now we have two stories of growth and development.


"Samuel continued to grow both in stature and in favor with the Lord and with the people;"   and, "Jesus increased in wisdom and in years, and in divine and human favor."

Bigger purposes are at work.  


Time is needed. 


Community support and personal development happen  slowly; and now a new kind of waiting is underway.


The Baltimore SUN has been refreshingly full of stories of people helping one another;  of uplift programs; of community initiatives.


Today's Psalm is one of the clearest calls to praise in the whole Bible.


There is much to be excited and positive about.   


Being on retreat, nursing the wounds of ourselves and others, stepping back from power and control, is not the same as being idle. 


When the time is right , the person who has prepared in solitude may spring into action with speed and greater insight.  


  That is where I started out this sermon:   When I quieten down, I hear more.   When I listen, really listen, the conversation grows livelier.


One experienced community developer is quite emphatic:   Within ourselves there's energy to tap:   "...clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience.   Bear with one another and, if anyone has a complaint against another, forgive each other...   Above all, clothe yourselves with love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony."


We've big fish to fry.


We're building fellowship.


If we get it right, it just may spread.


You may disagree, but I find people are not so much gullible as they are fearful. 


I often amaze myself with the pack of thoughts I carry that never happen:  Flat tires and lost checks, cancer and crime.


I'm learning, gently but firmly, to concentrate on the ninety per cent good stuff that usually happens, and let the ten per cent bad stuff take care of itself.   


That way my natural gift for handling adversity gets to strut its stuff under the pressure of the moment!


Seriously, this is a Sunday to let go a little; accept the big fact of love in our lives; and adapt to a non-doomed future.


The baby will grow, the child will mature, if we give what we really want to give.  


Surround the little one with the Good News we already know.


It is blessed to receive the good news of Jesus, through the love of God at work among us and all people of good will.


Amen.

Arthur Dan  Gleckler, pastor

