Sermon preached 16 January 2011 @ Bethesda UMC/8:30 a.m. and Faith UMC/10:30 a.m.
 Second  Sunday after Pentecost/Human Relations Sunday

“Endless beginning”


This early in the Christian Year, we turn to descriptions of starting.


Jesus started life as a baby, born to humble parents lodging in a stable.


We began the New Year with a pledge ---- John Wesley’s Covenant Service.


Last Sunday, we read of Jesus’ baptism and anointing with the Holy Spirit.   In response, we renewed our own baptismal vows.


Now, this Sunday, we reflect on what as happened, and where the story is going.


We begin with verses from the most-quoted prophet in Israel, the prophet Isaiah.    In today’s first lesson, we read words of encouragement given to suffering people:   “Thus says the Lord, the Redeemer of Israel and His Holy One, to one deeply despised, abhorred by the nations, the slave of rulers, ‘Kings shall see and stand up, princes, and they shall prostrate themselves, because of the Lord, who is faithful, the Holy One, who has chosen you.’”


In response, we read a psalm that mixes thanksgiving and petition.   “I waited patiently for the Lord;   he inclined to me and heard my cry….Do not, O Lord, withhold your mercy from me….”


In the Epistle, or letter of the early church, Paul insists the Corinthian believers CAN move forward together, not divided, because “God is faithful;   by him you were called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus Christ 
Our Lord.”

And finally, in a reading from the Gospel of John, we catch glimpses of what Jesus and his disciples, starting out together, looked like, and talked like.    John the Baptist says, “I saw the Spirit descending from heaven like a dove, and it remained on him.”   The various disciples inquired, listened, introduced one another to Jesus;   and last, Jesus himself affirmed:   “’You are Simon, son of John.   You are to be called Cephas’ (which is translated Peter).”

Thus the whole focus this Sunday is on beginning, or rather, on the day after the beginning, the first day on the road, the moment when we look around, look back, take stock, starting connecting, start using what we’ve packed and searching for what’s needed that we didn’t bring.


It’s only part of the story.


That’s the way it always is, in life, and in church.   You never get a chance to tell the whole story.   You’ve left out, but you haven’t really gotten any place.   You’re loose, but you’re also HEADED ON.


That is the best way I can describe Human Relations Sunday in our United Methodist Church.


We’ve had the sense and the grace to know we’re in trouble.   We’ve made strides; we’re not where we remember we were ---but mostly, we’re on the road.


Racially, sexually, money-wise, we’re only tipping into the river of justice and righteousness.


Jesus has named us --- but we’ve scarcely begun to take on the role of servant leadership God told the people of Israel to bear, and the church heard Jesus calling it ---us --- to live out.

WE are the peace we want.   WE are the health we yearn for.   Does anyone doubt Jesus, on the cross, was living fully?   Doesn’t that mean we, with weak knees, and shaky hearts, and troubled minds, and all our sorrows and foolishness, are ALSO living fully, because Jesus lives in us?


Don’t you inspire me when you manage well?   Don’t I give you hope when I hold on?


Don’t all of us, being kind to one another, and standing up for good schools, and no more wars, live the RELATED human life God revealed in Jesus of Nazareth?


We are just beginning;   but we HAVE begun;   and that’s as far as we get, this side of heaven, through Jesus Christ.

Thanks be to God for the endless beginning of life with him, in him.


Amen and Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, Bethesda UMC pastor
