Sermon prepared for 31 January 2010 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

(Services were cancelled because of snow)

Fourth Sunday after Epiphany

"The dark side of light"


It has always been hard for me to understand Luke's description of Jesus' hometown sermon.


I know difficulties in translation lie behind anything in ancient documents, and questions about which version is authentic.    In fact, I take that as part of the message here:   Scripture is to be revered as a take-off point for the movement of the Holy Spirit in our hearts, not an absolute.


Beyond that, why the people suddenly rose up to stone and kill Jesus is more a word to the church than an itemized record of events.


Already in Luke's time, people could see parallels between how Israel had heard and not heard God, and how the church was behaving.


That is another point for us to ponder, reading these texts.   I am never so near the edge as I am when my group wins.


That is the spiritual truth both Jeremiah and Jesus are holding up to us today.


They come at it from opposite directions.


Jeremiah can't help himself.  He's got a career identity no matter what.  At a time when Israel was running scared, sandwiched between rival powers, when the last thing people wanted was to be told they COULDN'T  win, Jeremiah did just that.   "Give up!" he said over and over ---and they hated him for it.


Jesus, by contrast, came into town riding clouds of glory, and people naturally expected great things of him.   What ornery streak in him persuaded him to do just nothing --- to cite scripture and verse  about ancient heroes AGAINST the locals of their day?


We have spent these Sundays after Christmas illustrating the great evidences of God in Jesus Christ.   The Epiphany, the SHOWING FORTH of light, has had our full attention.


Now we see the dark side of light.


We spend our lives spelling this out, as disciples.


A dying and rising God is our sole image.


We may not do it well.   We may talk so much about Jesus' sorrows, and about our own guilt, that people turn. away.


Every so often, though, we strike a nerve.  People turn around, pause, listen for a moment.   Light shines on the other side of darkness.


Take Hurricane Katrina.   Is there any doubt, now, that we should be at home mending our bridges and solving our local violence, instead of going to war from one end of the world to the other?


When I fall gravely ill, is there any doubt we all hang by a thread, time is precious, and nothing lasts but loving?


God seems rough at times.   Have you learned to step out anyway?


Call it "meeting Jesus on the other side."   There are things we never learn until we UN-LEARN some basic personality traits that have been with us as long as we can remember.   We may go to our grave still scared of snakes, or still talking with a Baltimore or a Texas accent --- but unless we've stepped beyond some darkness, we've not tasted Christ in the way we mean when we take Communion  and hear, "This is my body, given for you."


Risk is EVERYTHING, with Jesus.   "Come, and follow me."   "'Sell everything you have, and give the money to the poor, and come, and follow me.'...and the young man, hearing him, went away sorrowing, for he had great possessions."


What is it causes the church to do such grand acts of giving, even to the point of sacrifice?   Isn't the Holy Spirit something that carries us BEYOND what we expected to do, past what we could do, into new territory...a new room where the landmarks are not clear any more, a place where we're happier than we've ever been, with a trust and self-confidence more like heaven than earth?


We may fall back.   That's called "getting our sea legs."   Go to church many Sundays, watch people, listen, and you'll find that all around you.   We're all at different stages of growth into Christ.    


It doesn't matter.


What matters is what Paul talks about in that beloved passage we have for today's epistle, or letter from one believer to another.  What matters is God.   We call it "love," but that's just a poor human imitation of what we're trying to communicate.   What we mean is, everything is headed in a beautiful direction.   Soon or late, we'll all see.   Right now some of us, some parts of the social "body," buck and kick at that.   Whatever the reason, we resist loving and being loved.   We can't even explain why there's so much darkness.


Doesn't matter.   Darkness loses.    Sunday after Sunday, year in, year out, the evidence piles up.    "This is my body.   This is my blood."   "Lo, I am with you alway, even unto the end of the age."  "Behold, I show you a more excellent way."


We move towards the light, through whatever darkness doesn't matter.   "Upon you I have leaned from my birth;   it was you who took me from my mother's womb.   My praise is continually of you."   "Now I know only in part;   then I will know fully, even as I have been fully known."


"They got up, drove him out of the town, and led him to the brow of the hill on which their town was built, so that they might hurl him off the cliff.   But he passed through the midst of them and went on his way."


Amen. 

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor

