20 February 2011 sermon preached @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Seventh Sunday after the Epiphany

"Justice and mercy"


My neighbor two doors up planted two little bushes in his rowhouse front yard about thirty-five years ago.


Now they're huge, and often full of sparrows chattering away.    You can't see them, but until you walk right close, it's a busy, bustling convention going on.   If you come real near, they fall silent.


I've been thinking about them all week.   First, they remind me of myself:   Full of noise in my head, until someone comes by, and then my whole attention gets directed outward...which is why it’s good for me to socialize, and at the same time, important to have time alone.


They also remind me of what I want for Bethesda.   Let's be a busy, vibrant little world, full of Spirit and loving one another.   Maybe we quiet down when big things pass:   Conference programs, national and international crises --- but mostly, let's claim our connectedness as a vigorous, healthy fellowship.


That's my Epiphany theme this year;   Celebrate us, as we put it a few weeks back.


Claiming our life together brings us today to some very serious Scriptures.   The Old Testament reading, from Leviticus, comes down hard on justice.


It's pretty amazing to see a text as ancient as this, and as connected with religious intent, how you treat a god and what that god says about your relationships, giving so much attention to fair play.   "I'm God, so behave," it says.   No cheating.   No hiding out.   "I'm fair, and you'd better be, too."

If we wanted to put these verses into contemporary language, we'd say, "You are genetically programmed to treat one another equally, and you'll be miserable if you don't, so get with the program."


That idea should permeate all our busy stirring around among one another as a group.   "Come to church and practice treating people  with respect," we'd say.


The Psalm is just a chant to help get us in the mood to live that way.   "Teach me, O Lord."


Paul says this is how preacher after preacher has taught the church.   None of them has been perfect, but through the gifts of each one, a little more of the complete picture has emerged.


Jesus --- still on the mountain, still being Matthew's new Moses, teaching truths everybody needs to live by, says justice is so important that you must stand on your head to get it.


How else can I interpret "turning the other cheek" and going the second mile and giving your shirt as well as your coat?


I'm sending around a piece that says nations should consider responding non-violently.


It has actually come to this:   We are hearing that the best way to win a war is not to fight.


Who has taught us this lately?   A bunch of poor, weaponless Muslims --- most younger than twenty-five years old, the age supposedly the most violent.


If that's not standing things on their head, I don't know what is!   Hidden inside those bushes where we couldn't see them, the Lord has cooked up a whole generation of peaceniks, and we're having a hard time accepting it.


Of course bad things may still happen --- but don't we need to remember, WE constructed and dropped the atomic bomb;  we spend more on weapons than anyone  else;  and our invasions caused millions of civilian deaths in Vietnam and Iraq?


Isn't there a MERCY in all our justice-seeking that we're still missing?


Isn't Jesus teaching that God is ahead of getting even?


Is it possible that the winner is not the conqueror, but the one who picks up the wounded on the battlefield?


Isn't that the meaning of the Cross?   It didn't stop anything.  It showed nothing CAN stop justice, with a merciful God in charge.


Isn't that the buzz we share in our life here with one another?   Isn't it GOOD to be busy doing that?


Stand on your heads, everybody.   Justice and mercy are one --- among us, in Christ Jesus, our Lord.


Amen.
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