Sermon preached 25 July 2010 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Ninth Sunday after Pentecost

"After a long time..."


Remember the parable of the king who left his kingdom in charge of subjects and went away?    Or the one about the owner who left his vineyard in the care of tenants and went off?   or the Prodigal Son, who took his inheritance and left for a far country?


The parables all come to a head with something like the phrase, "After a long time..."   The king sends for his rent;   the owner receives his talents, at least from two of his three servants;  and the Prodigal Son "began to be in want."


In each case, time was allowed, much time, for the principal characters to take responsibility;  but at the end, there was always an accounting.


This summer, the lectionary gives us the chance to mull over stories of accountability.


First we had Amos, fiercely confronting us with justice issues.   If we are honest about what he says, we will let our missionary, Nan McCurdy, tell us how U.S. policy in Latin America has supported cruel dictators;  or confess our slowness as a church to campaign for a higher minimum wage in Baltimore;  or question our United Methodist Church's building of a new Conference Center;  or seriously investigate what we might do to get better bus service up and down main thoroughfares in Baltimore.


Today gives us Hosea --- mournful, self-punishing, describing God as a betrayed husband, with three little kids to raise from a partner he knew was a cheat from the very beginning.  


 With Hosea, we are invited to ask the age-old question, "Why do bad things happen to good people?"


It's too big a question.


I can never see the whole picture.

         With the Psalmist, I can cry out against God;   I can complain bitterly to God, "be myself;"   but the sound of weeping, in Hosea, comes from a different direction.   It is GOD who grieves over Israel.   God is anguished, not angry --- or rather, God's anguish trumps God's anger


We know that.   We act out in our common life what Hosea experienced with Gomer.   We may not talk much about it;   but I know enough, and so do you, to hurt for somebody connected with Bethesda, every day, every night.    Doesn't matter whether they've brought it on themselves.   Their loss is mine as well. 


  We do better than some churches at this,  by hosting self-help groups.   Those folks rub our noses in self-inflicted pain.   Part of our prayer time every day is invited for the folks in AA and NA, just because they're HERE.


Hosea asks us to close our lips and just BE with those who are in jail;   with those who are even now contemplating some white-collar, office crime;   with the members of streets gangs;   with the prostitutes up and down Harford Road;   with the bankers who have bilked us;   with the Guantanamo detainees still there;    with the Mafia;   with terrorists of all nationalities, including our own.


It is a dangerous, low-pay vocation we are called to.   People often won't understand us, and plenty of times we will doubt our own motives.    Jesus' simple prayer, "Give us each day our daily bread.   And forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us.   And do not bring us to the time of trial" --- is about all the praying we can manage, plenty of times.


How else will the world get better, if Jesus' friends don't show compassion for the down-and-out, and the guilty?


Who's in charge here, anyway?   Don't we follow Someone who ate with riff-raff, and blessed robbers and whores?


If the universe is headed in the direction of redemption;   if a good God is in charge;   if the biggest charge, the most peace of mind, comes from giving away my time and substance to needy people, morals notwithstanding --- isn't this the way to go?


Isn't the big question, not how long we can stay open, but what foolishness we can be up to next for Christ?


"After a long time..."


God's purposes are hidden.   We catch glimpses, and we share stories about the eventual outcome --- but most of the time, according to Hosea, we are loving folks with shaky reputations and hidden virtues --- that is, if Jesus is the best sign of who God is.


"If you, then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!"


Keep at it, through Jesus Christ.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
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