Sermon preached @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore 18 July 2010

Eighth Sunday after Pentecost

"Hopeless"


Why do people flock to hear somebody like John the Baptist?


Negative, abusive, doom-saying --- What is it about these hatchet-faced preachers who can only talk judgment and condemnation?


Some people just like to be beat up.   It takes care of a lot of thoughts, if you suffer some.


But leaving aside the neurotics, and other variously-labeled troubled folks, there is a strain in most of us, running deep, that can only be eased by honest confession.


Things really are in bad shape.   You can dodge that truth for a long time - maybe almost a lifetime;   but at least for many of us, there comes a time, or there is a quality about all times, where nothing but hopelessness rings true.


THAT'S what Amos aims at, and shoots straight on.    That's what the confused, painful situation in Israel around Jesus' day revealed;   and that's what the relatively peaceful moment in the seventh and eighth centuries B.C. showed, to many Hebrews.    Whether Amos came first and doom came later, or defeat happened and then people remembered what some had been saying for a long time, Amos is woven into the fabric of our religion unforgettably.   He stands for all those insights that come to us in the wee, sleepless hours of the night, or in the year after a hopeful election. He will not let us go.   We've hit a brick wall. There's no more energy, no pretty picture to dream on.   What we are designed to ignore, what we've passed by a hundred times without stopping, is roosting in our souls, darkening our sky.


THIS is the moment Sister Mary picks to sit at Jesus' feet.   The house is filled with company. Martha is beside herself with work, and Jesus has the nerve to tell her Sister "Mary has chosen the better part, which will not be taken away from her."


Perhaps the scariest, hardest part of life is uncovering some dread and staring it down, letting ourselves down into it, sinking into what we've dreaded so long, no excuses, no hope, blackness --- or emptiness, whichever adjective you prefer for a feeling you most want to avoid.


Looking back, after you've survived, you can think of other words to describe what happened.  A deep calm.   A firm footing on the bottom.   A broad open space.   Lightness.  Confidence, where you used to fear, dodge.   The worst has happened, and it is just a part of the whole, not the total of your life or your situation, your character.


That's where I am, as a person.


That's where we are, as a nation.   That's where I and my family are.   That's where we are, as a church.


There is a fundamental part of everything, that is hopeless, up against it, face to face with what we have been schooled in the fullness of time to deny.


In a weird and connected way, it all has to do with how YOU are.   As the saying goes, "Everybody does better when everybody does better."   We make a profit together.   Neither of us can be prosperous separately.


That is the deep well Sister Mary drinks from at Jesus' feet.


That is the rescue Sister Martha still waits for.   Until I'm hopeless, I can't learn how to serve.   Until I can wait, help won't come.


The very core of the universe, Being itself, opens to me this way.


Everything else is a mirage.


We are so close to the Truth we almost miss it.   We're busy preparing supper, and He's already here, breaking the bread and sharing the cup.


The old hymns say it best:   Until I know I am lost, I cannot be found.


"..They shall run to and fro, seeking the word of the Lord, but they shall not find it."


Hopeless...through Jesus Christ.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor .
