Sermon preached 29 January 2012 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Fourth Sunday after the Epiphany

“Almost too close”


Like the season after Easter, this time after Christmas is used to reflect on the consequences, the results, of turning to Jesus.


Today we see the early church behaving like Jesus on the road to Emmaus, seeing predictions all through the Hebrew scriptures.


The reading from Deuteronomy, itself a re-interpretation of earlier Hebrew tradition, gives us Moses.   He promises that another prophet will eventually come to lead as he, Moses, has led;   and of course, the church identified this prediction with Jesus.


Psalm 111 is a song thanking God for reliably caring for every believer, and encouraging everyone to worship.   “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom;   all those who practice it have a good understanding.”


Then we have a passage from the early leader, Paul, telling believers to tolerate different levels of faith among themselves, honor different ways of coming to Jesus, recognize none of us knows the depths of our own hearts, much less that of others.


We are, in other words, getting close, “getting warm,” as the game of hide and seek calls it.   It is like a marriage, a family, this Jesus-walk, so be gentle, accepting, even as we trust our own growing ability to discern and make choices and judgments.


Walking from here right into Mark, we are interrupted.   Even as we are getting familiar with our new experience of religion through Jesus and his friends, getting familiar with regular meetings for worship and Bible study --- for being “in the synagogue,” so to speak --- suddenly Jesus shows up, just as we say Jesus shows up here, every Sunday, “when two or three are gathered” in Jesus’ name.    Listen:    “Just then there was in their synagogue a man with an unclean spirit, and he cried out, ‘What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth?   Have you come to destroy us?   I know who you are, the Holy One of God.’”


This is almost too close!   The very things I’m using Jesus to shield me from, are showing up here in the sanctuary.   Evil as I understand it is right here, “in my face.”   The Bogey-man;  children getting sick;   knowing my country is wrong;   being very, very sad and sorry;   being alone;   being old;   going to jail;   dying;   watching others die;   being cold, and hungry, and homeless….    Whatever is the worst we can imagine, the worst that has happened or can happen.


It all comes right in with us.   We bring it in.   We’re all attached to it.   This is not an escape chamber.   Over and over the Bible tells us those who make it into one are not working for God.   They’re talking smooth talk, and God hates that. 


“But Jesus rebuked him, saying, ‘Be silent, and come out of him!’   And the unclean spirit, convulsing him and crying with a loud voice, came out of him.”


We must shake ourselves loose from the idea that evil rules.   That is primary in our baptism:   Pledging allegiance to the good, staking our whole character, our lives, on its  superiority and power, and devoting ourselves to it in every shape and second we are given --- this is our job description, and we are miserable whenever we veer from it, and saved again each time we turn back to it, over and over, “moment by moment,” as the old Gospel song says.


Everybody makes mistakes.   Every President is under tremendous pressure, and we are right to pray for him or her every day.    There is one instance, however, when George W. Bush did something very silly and hurtful to our national soul.   Right after 9-11, he said something to the effect that we were going to rid the world of evil.


No, we’re not.


Evil stands right here in the Body.    Evil is real in church.    We carry it in, because we carry the world in.   How long evil stays, where it runs, why it exists…these are part of the mystery that surrounds us, always.


“They were all amazed, and they kept on asking one another, ‘What is this?   A new teaching --- with authority!   He commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey him.’   At once his fame began to spread throughout the surrounding region of Galilee.”


This Good News of ours is almost too close.   Like the people before Mount Sinai when Moses went up the mountain to speak to God, we’re afraid.   The fire is scorching.


But our Lord is NOT up on the mountain.   Jesus is down here, WITH US, in us, rescuing us, making us over, using us, sending us forth:   NEVER too close, through the Holy Spirit, the love of God in US.


Thank you,  God.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor 

