Sermon preached 28 February 2010  @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Second Sunday in Lent

"Primitive faith"


Becoming vegan since we last used this Genesis text from the Lectionary three years ago, makes it even spookier than it's always been for me.


The cruelty of slicing animals in half;  the trance Abraham fell into;   and the smoking pot, like incense, that symbolized God, all give me the willies.


I want to do like Thomas Jefferson and edit out all the weird and troublesome parts of scripture, and have an inspirational book without 

problems.


We don't get to do that, however.   We belong to a group with a history, some of it not at all attractive.   Just as we find in ourselves characteristics of ancestors we're not proud of, so the Church carries baggage from long ago that seems to get in our way.


What if it also teaches us valuable lessons?   A partner who scorns family traditions may be hard to live with.   Go downstairs to one of our 

support group meetings and you'll hear people say again and again that, until they learned to forgive their relatives and shoulder their own responsibilities, they didn't come alive.


Tradition, history, has all kinds of things to teach us.


It's a mirror.   Look at what lengths we go to, to feel secure, or as good as our neighbors.   It's enough to make one shudder.   Once we're on the treadmill of a wedding, move, or even a religious conversion, we can almost 

fall into a trance, like Abraham.  We may resist the person who confronts us with our entrapment, and only later accept the freedom we have NOT to follow the pack or our own imperfect motives.


It's not just the past that teaches us, either,   The quality of passion in old stories, such as this one from ancient Israel, reminds us that we do things for more than rational reasons, and that people in groups follow deep urges.   For all our talk of freedom and independence, we engage in "group think" and "double-speak,"" and a person who tells the truth, in love, is often a godsend.   A church that speaks so, stands out.    There's beauty and value in every one of the creeds we use from our hymnal;   there's also power in the rest of our announcements --- and our Passing of the Peace is a weekly demonstration of how the world really can be, and how it is, as Jesus gently takes over more and more of our   motives, and shows up more in our attitudes.   Worship, in fact, is a little bit of heaven already here on earth.   We may stumble and doze in it, but there are parts and moments when we are close to the real truth in it --- brothers and sisters do dwell in harmony , and justice reigns up on the earth, and the risen Christ stands among us, granting peace.   It's primitive in the best sense:   I am moved.   I go beyond myself.   I catch a glimpse of the Love who is God, a Process and a Person and the Center and Source of all things --- my very breath --- which is why it is so important to be here as often as we can.   The old medieval Church made it a mortal sin to miss Mass; and although we came to see the shallow legalism of that, the truth behind is real:   We grow together;   Jesus calls a community;  and as John Wesley put it, "There is no such thing as a solitary Christian."   We have so much to learn from each other.   Our very body language is a lesson, as we trudge in with all our ails and anxieties, quieten down, cooperate, and reach out to bring peace and receive it.


It's all quite primitive


So is this image of Jesus weeping over Jerusalem.   God grieves over our use of political power.   We are so slow, so judgmental, and of so little faith!  It is a sad picture, and we face it every week with some Prayer of Confession, "good for the soul."


Lent is a time for such things.   If we can learn to live with our wounds, and the meanness they bring out in us, we may, the human race may, turn from destroying itself and the planet Earth.


It's possible.


It's quite primitive.


It's the Love of God, moving between us, as we assemble, trance-like.   God does the work.   We live into the promise.  The covenant is alive --- through Jesus Christ.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor

