Sermon preached @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore 8 January 2012


First Sunday after the Epiphany/Baptism of the Lord

“Working people”


One Bible commentary I respect finds three points in today’s New Testament readings:

1) Early Christians considered themselves to be citizens of a new creation.

2) Joining church --- being baptized in the name of Jesus --- brought the Holy Spirit.

3) Baptism committed you to service.
Remembering Jesus’ baptism, people identified with him.   He “rose from the dead,” as the Creed says;   so, we no longer see death as the end of our personal story.   Like Jesus, we have power to trust the goodness of God, and our influence for good can’t be taken away in this new age.


If we could stop right there, it would be enough.


People might not join the church in droves, but they would have heard the Good Word.


We might not win a lot of friends.   In fact, sometimes just the opposite is true:   People have been put to death for telling and living out the Good Word;   but that’s no more than what happened to Jesus, and he lives among us, and we live on in him.


So it’s not so much a matter of being saved by baptism;   it’s more a matter of finding work!


Now we have the spiritual energy to live until we die.   If we get into a tight where we don’t, church surrounds us, either right here in the congregation, or all over, in the books and brothers and sisters who have walked the way with Jesus.


When we DO have the energy to believe, we turn around and share with those who don’t for the moment … maybe just “being there,” maybe more.


So it’s like the labyrinth that people over the ages have used as a prayer aid.   You walk in circles, passing others, going deeper, and then coming back out;   and the life of prayer and service blends with others, and no one has special credit, because all are coming and going along the trail that leads to the center of things and then back to the world God is in charge of.


It is so important to identify with Jesus!


The mistake is to separate ourselves from the people who don’t.   Jesus was very clear about this, so much so that he got lots of criticism for running with the wrong crowd.


Of course, we don’t know literally what Jesus did, or looked like.   All we have is stories written by people living together in his shadow, finding life and health in one another’s company, and pooling their memories so the next age could see and feel what they felt.


Jesus serving, Jesus eating with ladies of the street and men making a living cheating people --- these are stories to tell themselves over and over.   “This is a generous world.   Crooks are welcome.   You learn from being accepted.   There’s plenty for everybody if we handle things properly.”

That’s what we’re telling ourselves today.   The whole world is beloved and beautiful.   Get to know it better.   Take some water and wash yourself.   Remember, that’s how you started.   That beginning is reaffirmed today.   There’s no better way to teach that than to remind ourselves Jesus started this way.   His baptism was the beginning,   God used John to bring him out. 
  God uses you and me to bring Bethesda Church out.   What Bethesda Church will do in the New Year, who knows?   The atmosphere is hopeful.   We’re here by faith.   Faith moves mountains.  Good energy is being passed around here, in ways we can only honor.  Nothing else makes sense.  
 Good news comes first.   It comes to the ones who are ready.   It is a very private experience.  I can’t convert you, or even tell when you believe.   And yet, it’s a very public experience, too.   I couldn’t believe without you.   Jesus is now in his friends.   Salvation is not a static thing.  It’s a work in progress.


WE are works in progress.


Working people, through Jesus Christ.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
