Sermon preached 26 December 2010 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

First Sunday after Christmas

“Sweeping up the heart”


“The bustle in a house


The morning after death


Is solemnest of industries


Enacted upon earth,---

The sweeping up the heart,


And putting love away


We shall not want to use again


Until eternity.”


On this first Sunday after Christmas, we talk about death.


The poet Emily Dickinson  brings us close to its deeply personal side.


Matthew, on the other hand, is glaringly public.   An angry, frightened king lashes out, and his “war against terror” brings massive sorrow.    The parallel between Moses and Jesus, and between Pharaoh and Herod, is obvious. 
  Matthew wants us to know that good news terrifies the powerful, and the transition from death to life is always painful.

Remember, Matthew is cultivating a new movement.   It has become clear that those who believe Jesus is the promised Messiah, and those who cannot so believe, cannot stay together.   So Matthew draws parallels with Jewish history.   Joseph is warned in a dream, just as an earlier Joseph dreamed dreams and rescued his family from famine.

Later on we will see Jesus preaching on the mountain, repeating Moses’ giving of the Ten Commandments on Mount Sinai.


What is important for us today is to remember the narrow separation between birth and death.   It is strong medicine, and we would not take it without the help of a supportive community.


Somehow, we’ve got to incorporate death into our view of life.   Otherwise, we are forever shielding ourselves from the fullness of everything about existence.   Our relationships, the natural world, our physical qualities and changes, everything, has both death and life mixed and blended together.


The child we worship at Christmas is the adult who taught, suffered, and died.   The truth he represents was dangerous from the beginning, and the courage he provided has not stopped inspiring.


If we can learn to let go of everything except the power to listen and love, nobody can lord it over us, and no time will be too short or too long for us.


That will be the side of eternity that ennobles living here and new.   That will bring us riches no one can steal --- just as, next week, Matthew will have the Wise Men bringing the Holy Infant gifts.


There is no better time than now to talk about such things.   Herod, and Pharaoh, and all those forces that seem to control our lives, grow small and lose control of all that really matters.   Even the suffering they cause, trying to stay in charge, does not overcome the light we see.   It shows us the things that matter.   We give ourselves to them;  and the end comes when it will,  peacefully, restfully, and full of hope.


This is the good news, offered to us in Jesus Christ.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor 
