 Sermon preached 23 January 2011 at Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Third Sunday after the Epiphany

“In the darkness, light”

On January 18th, many Christians commemorated the Confession of St. Peter   ---   based on the scripture where the Apostle Peter, watching the Gentile Roman centurion, Cornelius, and his household’s conversion, “confessed,” or admitted, that God could call non-Jews to faith in God. 


On January 25th, we will remember the Conversion of St. Paul ---remember, on the road to Damascus, the Christ-hating Jew, Paul, converted to Christianity?


Thus we will celebrate the octave, or eight days, or “Week of Prayer for Christian Unity.”


This is an annual shaming, and rejoicing, and reaching out, among all shapes and sizes of Christians, with the great prayer of Jesus in St. John’s Gospel,  “that they all may be one,” as its theme.   


I don’t have much contact with people who don’t believe all Christians should get along.   What always stands out, though, for me, is the darkness of our separation.


Not that there aren’t good people in every branch of Christianity I’ve encountered.


Not that we haven’t come a long way, even from my childhood, much less  from the religious wars in Europe, centuries back.


No, what’s dark is not sharing Communion, not ordaining women, gay-bashing --- big things like that.


To be called to believe God is working down deep in THOSE issues, is where I balk.   That’s where I get ashamed, and angry.


Believing in the dark is good for you.   I’ve found that out;   but it’s never easy.


That’s the point of today’s scriptures.


Losers in the politics of the ancient Middle East, the people of Israel produced thinkers who taught that this was an advantage.  This was how they learned.  

 God was bigger than land, or even freedom.

Down in the first century of Christian times, the most influential of all early church writer-preachers, St. Paul, used church ARGUMENTS in Corinth --- REAL darkness --- to push for faith.    “For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.”

Do you mean that “put-down” I experienced last week was actually good for me?   I don’t believe it!

Do you mean it’s good for my American soul to realize the President was lying, covering up, when he said things are getting better in Afghanistan?    How so?

“Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the good news of the kingdom and curing every disease and every sickness among the people.”

How do we know that’s so?

What difference does it make?

Well, there’s just this little sliver of light in the corner of all this darkness we bring in here, each in our separate ways.

Even if we’re quiet as a Quaker meeting, there’s all sorts of noise going on, arguments between us and our Maker.   “Why this?”     “How that?”   are the stuff of real conversation, and life is conversation. 

I am not alone, even if I’m terribly alone.

This room – the sanctuary, the Bible calls it --- is full of smoke and fire, “so that the priests can’t see.” 
The presence of God is HERE, conducing us, forcing us, begging us, to believe ---   “Lo, I am with you always, even unto the end…”   And I DON’T believe it…and you BETTER believe it. 
Where else can we turn?…’Thou hast the words of eternal life.”
”Thou art the Christ, the son of the living God…” 

 But how am I to know?   
“How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of them that publish peace…”

“Who will go?”   “Here am I Lord.   Send me.”

Light in darkness.

In the name of Jesus we say it:   The king of God is near --- is here --- is among us --- is within you.

Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
