Sermon preached 21 February 2010 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

First Sunday in Lent

"Consider the source"


The scriptures for today do what we expect at the beginning of a time of spiritual reflection and discipline:   They give us a push in the direction of God.


"Consider the source," they say, to use a well-worn motto.   Look behind what's being said, what's obvious.   See if you really believe what you say you believe.


The Old Testament gives us an ancient ritual for putting ourselves in perspective.   "Remember your roots.   Your people were wanderers, strangers in the land you now own and occupy.   You didn't earn your place.   It was given to you.   So, be grateful, and pay back with offerings from what you have gained."


The Psalm speaks in God's voice along the same theme:   "Those

who love me, I will deliver;   I will protect those who know my name."


The Epistle shows Paul reassuring young Christians:   Whoever you are, whatever your situation, God will take care of you.   "Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved."


Then Luke gives us the Temptation story, and in every instance, Jesus stands alone with God, living by faith instead of bread, power, recognition from others.


Consider the source.


I remember the first time I made a retreat.  I went down Highway 301 to Faulkner, a Jesuit retreat house, for an overnight stay.   I ate my meals in silence, and had one 45-minute meeting with a priest assigned to be my spiritual director.  The rest of the time I was completely on my own, although after my meeting with him I had a scripture to pray over and think about as I walked about the grounds or meditated in my room.


I remember telling my director I had to get back in my car after supper and just drive up and down 301 awhile, passing shops and fillings stations and human signs.   He understood.   "People beginning a spiritual retreat are like animals who circle around a campfire, fascinated but also frightened, until they're ready to come closer," he said.


Lent is like that.   Without dictating  a  specific routine, it offers the whole church a reminder that you must go within, slow down, stand apart, to grow in your faith.   Certain times of the year, and certain times of every day, must be set aside for this discipline --- not only for our own development, but for the church as a body,.   Those who gather on Ash Wednesday hear and say this quite specifically:   "We --- you --- are adding to the energy of reflection and integrity in the whole fellowship."


I had a powerful example of this last Wednesday, when a retired clergy group I belong to met with the pastor of a Reconciling congregation.

This pastor had asked for our time, as elders, experienced pastors.   He wanted to discuss his own quandary about a justice issue he was facing.   How much should he follow his own conscience, and how much should he consider the views of his people?


He presented beautifully.   He'd really thought through the matter.   We, of course, had our comments --- preachers aren't a generally silent bunch;  but in the end, we left it to him, and spontaneously offered prayer for him and his people.   I asked if he'd like us to place him and his congregation on our prayer list here at Bethesda, and he gladly accepted my offer.


The issue was the expected vote to allow same sex couples to marry in D.C.   He, as pastor of a Reconciling congregation, feels a strong pull to honor the needs of gays and lesbians who wish to marry in the church.    Since our denomination doesn't allow gay marriages, he might be disciplined or removed, and his congregation feels safe with him and doesn't want to risk losing a pastor who is supportive.


I bring this up today because is seems to me to illustrate the kind of power, and the kind of stress, we are under as we follow Jesus into the wilderness, and then towards Jerusalem and crucifixion.


This is not a simple journey.   It takes our full attention.   It goes to the heart of our most important issues, whatever they are for us as individuals;   and it demonstrates how we, turning to each other in prayer, scripture-based discussion, and meditation, actually shape the course of the larger society.


Church is an exciting business.   We deal with real matters here.   We work things out under the guidance of God.


It is holy work.


We are, after all, holy people.   Christ is alive and well and living in us.


Consider the source.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
