Sermon preached 1 January 2012 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

First Sunday after Christmas/New Year’s Day

“God bless the whole world!  No exceptions!”


These are wonderfully appropriate scriptures for the first Sunday after Christmas.


Isaiah tells the discouraged Jews they’ll get a fresh start.   Not only they, but the whole world, will learn how to live because of their insight.


Israel has been sustained by that ever since.   We might put it into a slogan:   “Gratitude is an attitude.”    If you live like life is good, you’ll find out how helpful that is.   In fact, for all their complaining, and talking back to God, the people of Israel over the centuries have taught the whole world lots about positive attitude and making a contribution to the larger society, wherever they live.


Psalm 148 just loses itself in celebration.   Everything praise!   Everybody praise!   Praise!   Praise!   Those aren’t bad genes:   to come from generations who have been able to cut loose and sing is an advantage.   How many times we Christians have been able to survive church fights with a hymn, or a whole hymn-sing! That harks back to the Hebrews and psalms such as this.   When things get too tough or tight in the Body, have a go at a tune and a rhyme everybody knows.


Paul’s letter to the Galatians is like a lot of reality:  a mix of the worst and the best.   If you read that short book, you’ll find him saying harsh things.   He was mad at that church;  but right alongside those words are these magnificent statements;   “In the fullness of time;”   “You are an heir;”   Our Gospel is for everybody, from the Source of everything!


Finally, Anna and Simeon saying the baby is the sign all things are working out, is about as earthy as it gets, and as lovely.   If we, mostly old, almost unrecognized, doing our regular duty with our friends here each week, can see a little truth and celebrate it, that’s solid.


That’s what I’ve wanted to say this first Sunday after Christmas.


Let’s have done with specialness, except as an illustration that love has a face, along with hands and feet;   that good news is REALLY good news because some of us believe and practice it, clumsy and genuine as real lovers always are.


Let’s recognize how many don’t get it;   spend some time outside our safety zone, at least in our thoughts and prayers.   Take the Bible’s dare:   If you put yourself in another’s shoes, you’ll learn to walk;  or as both Jews and Christians have often put it, “Love your neighbor as yourself”


All the talk these days is about how divided folks are.   Let Isaiah prod us with the long view:   Politics, and economics, and families, and all nature go through stages.   Every one of us can cite examples of how we barely missed ruin and then came out into sunshine.   Church is always playing that tune to the larger society ---maybe not all church, but it’s in the Bible, and somebody’s singing that song every Sunday, every generation.  What a glory it is to be part of an organization that has that function, that potential, every day and all night.   “And because you are children, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, ‘Abba!   Father!’.”     Think of what an incredible statement that is, coming from a pig-headed narrow-minded, egotistical neurotic in a far-away land and a long-ago time under a repressive foreign empire in an era when new religions were a dime a dozen and the going Jewish thing was hide-bound and trying desperately to follow the rules and survive the Romans with a low profile and a tight rein on its own rebels!

Really, this Good News of ours got here by some unlikely and unattractive examples!


That’s what New Years do:  present back and forth, past and present, with all its contrary character;  and then, at least in church, we hear this call to the future, and we take the bread and the cup of the Presence, use the energy of the moment, and promise to walk out the door and try some more to believe the Good News, and be the Good News, that God, through Jesus Christ, makes come into the world all the time, every day and all night, so we can say with the angels, “God bless the whole world!   No exceptions!”


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
