Sermon preached 24 January 2010 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Third Sunday after Epiphany

"Glory days"


These are good times in all today's Scripture lessons.


The children of Israel, or at least a remnant of them, have made it back from the Exile in Babylonia.


The temple in Jerusalem has been rebuilt under Nehemiah; and now, Bible scholar/priest/and scribe Ezra reads the Torah to them, in a huge outdoor assembly


It's a fresh start, a new page; and although the people weep -- presumably because they see how far from right practice they've fallen ---

the word given to them was to celebrate, rejoice, accept the strength of God that God gives from worship.

The psalmist is beside himself with this same energy.   Psalm 19 is one of the most joyful in all scripture.   Everything tells of God's glory, and God's law gives life to all who follow it.


Then Jesus, going home after great success, preaches in the synagogue where he grew up.   Not only is it a high moment for him and everybody who's known him, but also he uses the moment to proclaim the goodness of God NOW, fulfillment of Israel's hopes, no more waiting.


Some of us have been at building dedications and mortgage burnings.   Some have been in the congregation for a rousing sermon, or when a beloved official has spoken.


"Dinner on the grounds" and all sorts of big moments are part of church life.   Part of my job as pastor is to celebrate and bless our life together:   Do it for all of us, in whatever circumstances, expressing Christ's risen presence among his people.


We live long enough to know glory times are only part of the pattern of living together.   We go through darkness individually; and, we must work out issues in our common life.   Being blessed for just one more day or week has special power when we're holding on under stress.


Taking the long view, seeing the glory days as only part of the kingdom life, is a never-ending challenge.


Right now, North American Christians are offered the great opportunity to pour gifts into Haiti, in unison with generosity across the globe.   We have a chance to learn about the failures and sins of so-called Christian Europe and Christian America over hundreds of years in this fertile and benighted land to our south.   I've heard stories of torture and abuse that parallel anything we used to hear about the Japanese and Germans when I was a boy during World War II.   This can be a healing moment for our nation, as we Christians lead the way in truth-telling and confession, along with our present generosity.   I note the Congressional Black Caucus is taking steps in this direction, prodding Congress to do more than momentary aid, fostering long-term improvements in human services and education, government, and justice.


All the time, everywhere, God offers opportunities.   Families come together around a sick or troubled member, and there's a new chance to settle old hurts and show another side of one's personality.


In our public life, we have a new mayor in Baltimore after the sad past few months of legal battles under the previous one.


Even in the contentious area of state and national politics, we can raise the level of conversation  sometimes, when everyone's  being cynical, by affirming some act of courage or kindness we've seen in a politician.   The fear and anger everywhere in public dialogue needs the healing word of religious people.   Sarcasm doesn't honor Jesus.   Remember his praise of the Roman centurion who begged him to heal a loved one and said he needn't even come to his house, just say the word.   People are hungry for hope, and our job is to offer it when we honestly can.


One more thing in today's readings deserves attention. It's something we're both good at and need to work on:   Paul's description of the church as DIVERSE, all guided by one Spirit, forever haunts us.   We ARE inclusive, as United Methodists, and as a Reconciling congregation;   but reading Peggy Johnson's book about working with Deaf-blind folks and their families is teaching me how much more needs to be done along this line.   Peggy asks us to pray for the light to see so-called handicaps as blessings, ways people show tremendous courage and adaptability --- and how people in trouble with the law, mixed up in family relations, even adrift in social skills, can sometimes be overwhelming examples of God's love and ingenuity.


Let us, in sum, pray for heart to stretch the glad days, the glory days.    
Cover the sad days with a canopy of memory and hope.  

         Look under the rocks.   Find the small plants peeping out even before the sun rises.  


 Embrace it all, as God, in Christ, embraces us.   Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
