Sermon preached 27 February 2011 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Eighth Sunday after the Epiphany

"What we really want"


Consider, now, what the church is doing for us.


We began, in Advent, with anticipation.  We wait for God and good news.


We arrived, at Christmas, at fulfillment.   God comes, and we are blessed.


The picture enlarged, as we watched the Light of Christ expand to many people, and studied its larger meaning.


Lately we have been listening to its demands.   "Unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven."


The church, like any good teacher, has a lesson plan.   We follow it over and over, year by year, because each time its specific topics come around, we are different ---Different personally, and different together.


Today's focus begins with  "Comfortable words."   The school of the Prophet Isaiah reaches back before the Exile, goes on during the Exile, and continues after the return from exile.   Like life itself, the Book of Isaiah is both up and down, hopeful and depressing, so Isaiah gives us plenty of backdrop to the Gospel lessons of the day.


Today, Isaiah gives us what we really want.   When Zion --- the voice of the people --- complains, "The Lord has forsaken me, my Lord has forgotten me," the Bible answers for God.   "Can a woman forget her nursing-child...?....See, I have inscribed you on the palms of my hands."


This is what we want:   To hear that reality is bent in our direction --- and, as the old hymn says, "We'll understand it better by and by."


But our Teacher, our representative human, Jesus, reminds us this only holds true if we hold on.   "...strive for the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well."


It's a curious thing, isn't it?   Are we programmed to want most to be taken care of, or to exercise responsibility?   Is our basic urge to fulfill our potential, or to lie down and be nurtured?


We are always teetering between these two opposites in church:   Make folks welcome, but give them a challenge.


To go deep into the human psyche, we must pass the doctrine of the "original depravity of man."   That doctrine, which our founder, John Wesley, held strongly, is everywhere accepted in our modern consumer society.   The ads all assume we're basically selfish, out for "Number One."   One of the key arguments against us held by radical Muslims and others is that we don't work for the good of the community, we're always split into warring factions and essentially focused on individual rights rather than group good.   It's a legitimate criticism, and the church is as prone to think that way as society generally.   Increasing our membership is an idol like any other.


To believe, as Jesus did, that we are programmed to work together;   that our highest satisfaction comes from increasing one another's happiness;   that nothing can defeat faith in the larger good;   that individual rights complement the wider well-being of humankind --- These are mature Christian ideas we never get enough of, goals we always hold up, comforting thoughts that never waste our time.


To this end, the local pastor forever calls the congregation.   I do so today, as we go into a  meeting of our Administrative Council.   


Specifically, our police need our support.   They have recently been exposed for serious corruption.


WHAT WE REALLY WANT is a local application of our trust in law enforcement by our members.   The police are hurting.   We are both their bosses and their clients, as local citizens.


I call on each of us this day to begin prayerful focus on this matter.


God will guide us.   Time will tell whether we have understood the importance of our witness on this matter.


WHAT WE REALLY WANT is the Good News in our corner of Baltimore.   It combines self-care and unselfish community service.


May God take my efforts to apply the Bible to our moment, and multiply them among God's people.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
