Sermon preached 11 July 2010@ Bethesda

Seventh Sunday after Pentecost

"What do you want to hear?"


The king, and the established religion, want to hear supportive preaching.


The lawyer, in the Gospel lesson, wants to be affirmed in his religious attitudes.


Neither one goes away satisfied, in today's scripture readings.


Amos says Israel is on a fast track to hell; and Jesus says the question isn't who our neighbor is, but what your attitude is, towards everyone, no exceptions, no ranking, no roots, no family, nothing.


So let's play with this a little.


Our bishop was asked to pray at an important function recently.   He e-mailed  us his prayer.   Let's put Amos in his place and transpose the ancient biblical illustrations into contemporary ones.


What if he'd prayed:   "Lord, for all China's materialism and autocratic government, we know they will eventually fall apart as a nation.   We know bin Ladin's dream of a unified Muslim empire will come to naught.   We  know Iran's stone-walling about nuclear weapons will bring its people grief ---- (Pause for "Amen's" all through Congress and the White House, for this was a national occasion).  " Lord, for America's military build-up, its great division between rich and poor, and its abuse of nature, we know this nation is doomed."   --- (Long silence; and a couple of days later, a White House official shows up at the Conference Center with a letter from President Obama's chief of staff, saying "Don't ever expect an invitation to pray again.   In fact"...no, I'll stop there.


Or, say the Bishop was asked by the World Methodist Federation to pray, and he went through the same type of exercise, ending up saying the United Methodist Church, for all its ballyhoo about gaining members, all its corporate techniques on evangelism, will soon wither on the vine and die,   In a day or so, the Council of Bishops, and the General Conference planners for 2012 would show up with a "No more from you!" decree.


Change scenes, and look at the Gospel.   Let's say Jesus in contemporary version ---you and I, specifically --- told the Good Samaritan story as Mother Theresa and Archbishop Desmund Tutu, or the Dalai Lama, as the priest and the Levite, and the Samaritan as that woman just convicted of murdering her husband --- or a gang leader in East Baltimore --- or a convicted child molester, or ...well, you just think up the most disgusting example you can.


Preachers have their points they want to get across.   They may be fuzzy at times.   Lord knows laity are patient souls, enduring much, hoping, waiting...but here's mine today.


I want you to go home believing all things work together for good --- and realizing that sometimes it takes a two-by-four to hit that Good News into us;   sometimes the harshest and most condemning word is all that will get across to us;   that we so often take God's judgment as bad news, when it's really the best news we could ever receive --- or as one of my seminary professors said, talking about the great New England preacher Jonathan Edwards' sermon, "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God," my professor said, "Where else would you rather be?"


I'm not eloquent here --- but surely  you get the drift.   NOTHING but what works in the direction of God's being in charge is worth our time.  Nothing that's wrong can't be moving towards right.   We are all wrapped up in one great ocean of justice and mercy, Even our fears are just foolishness, and we waste SO MUCH time on them!


What would you rather hear:  "Everything's fine," or, "You must repent and believe the Gospel!"?


May we get what we need from this, my weak human word.   May the Word of the Lord --- Love Divine --- Jesus Christ --- come quickly.

Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
