Sermon preached 30 January 2011 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Fourth Sunday after the Epiphany     
       “Going deeper”


Last Sunday, we spoke of the darkness that surrounds the light of our good news, or Gospel.


This Sunday we go deeper into this idea of contrast between good and evil, light and darkness, joy and sorrow.


It is the only way to be truthful and helpful:   The whole picture has to be seen, in anything important.


Last week we said God is actually at work in the darkness.


We reacted to that, or at least, I did, negatively.    I said that is a key part of the biblical witness:   Complaining to God about the uncertainty and pain of life.    Liturgy lays such negativity before God, and provides us with evidence from each other’s experience.    I would be ashamed, or afraid, to be so frank with God, if I didn’t have you standing here with me, saying similar things. Both you and I would be ashamed and afraid to be so candid with God, if we didn’t have the biblical witness doing just that, again and again.


Now, today, in some of the most familiar and beloved texts, we deal with the consequences of such open sharing.


If dare to complain, I must deal with the emptiness, the consequences, the “So?”,   the “What are you going to do about it?” that life always brings.


Both the reading from the prophets, and the psalm, are absolutely clear.   “What does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly…”     “Who may dwell in your holy hill?   Those who walk blamelessly, and do what is right, and speak the truth from their heart….”


“You don’t like the way things are?   Do right always and anyway --- No excuses.”


Then we come to a curious belief.   The early Christian, Paul, says doing right isn’t the point.    “Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord.”


Gratitude, Paul says, is everything.   Doing right, being merciful, flow from a thankful heart.


This, I would say, is what’s hard about the Peace Movement.   Every time I attend a rally, or a protest, I’m turned off by the bitterness of some.


It’s also what bothers me about evangelicals.   Before long, I always hear some smug criticism of other types of Christians, or other faiths.


There seems to be no escape from a “down” side…and I haven’t even touched on the faults of MY group, or my own sins.


And so we turn to that most familiar of all Jesus’ sermons --- Matthew’s “Sermon on the Mount.”


A full-fledged, mature example of Jesus’ teaching, it parallels for the church what the Ten Commandments did for the people of Israel.


Time won’t allow me to go over it point by point.   Let’s just say it shames every attempt to call us a Christian nation.  You simply cannot call American the greatest nation on earth, and then say, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”


You must go deeper than pride.


You must even go deeper than justice-seeking, being fair, or being merciful, being kind.


Of course you can be proud to be an American --- but to say America is the best country in the world is not to speak with the spirit of Christ.


Of course you must play fair;   but fair play is not what gets you into heaven.


God’s grace, operating beyond all we do or understand, is the Good News.   


That is the New Covenant we celebrate each time we share the Lord’s Supper.


Go over each sentence of the Sermon on the Mount.   Look at the confidence Jesus expresses in God.   See how unimportant he makes everything else.   Everything flows from that sense, operating at every level.

It means I can tolerate the obnoxious members of the Peace Movement.   I can buck the Pro-Lifers, and the gang leaders, and everybody I, after prayer and study, oppose ---   I can even look myself in the mirror and acknowledge what I’m ashamed of, and pray for forgiveness and a second chance… all because Holy Love runs the show, and none of us.


In our journey through the Church Year, we’ve now gone from anticipation in Advent, to the lovely crib at Christmas, on into the spread of light through the early teachings of Jesus, down to today’s full-blown, mature theology on the Mount, the high place where the News is fully laid out.


It is a journey towards to the light.   It travels through darkness, as we know life does.   And it offers us friends and ideas, regular support, and all sorts of books and conferences, mission projects and music, beautiful art and wholesome food and drink --- a foretaste of what lies ahead, always more, never leaving us…grateful hearts, clear examples and the promise of much more up ahead.


Going deeper.


In Jesus’ name we say, Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor

