Sermon preached @ Bethesda UMChurch/Baltimore 4 July 2010

Sixth Sunday after Pentecost/Independence Day Sunday

"Giving thanks"


The Old Testament lesson wants it real clear:   Our God is better than yours.


Naaman has to be convinced by his subordinates, but when he does submit to the prophet Elisha's instructions, he is healed of his leprosy.


The psalm is equally clear:   "You have turned my mourning into dancing....O Lord my God, I will give thanks to you forever."


The letter from the early church, or epistle, is absorbed in advice-giving  and in saying good-bye --- yet again presenting the idea of fellowship among believers, and clearly drawing boundaries.


It is in the Gospel lesson, however, that the idea of a special community becomes central.   Jesus sends seventy disciples out to do what he's been doing:   Preach the presence of the kingdom, or reign, of God;  heal and perform other acts of mercy;  and pay no attention to any obstacles, simply trusting and following.


In fact, it is striking to see how much Jesus relies on others to get done the work he believes in.   By the time  Luke's Gospel was written, at least a significant element of the Christian movement put heavy emphasis on togetherness.   Leaders were chosen by the body of believers, sometimes by lot rather than vote.   The spiritual energy of the group could overrule custom or even individual eloquence.


These are characteristics worth reflecting on this week-end of commemoration for July 4, 1776.


We Americans also have a strong sense of the superiority of our religion.   Those of  us who take church seriously are generally grateful, like the Psalmist, for the rescuing our faith and our Christian friends have brought us over the years.


Basic, "routine" praying together teaches us so much about God, and ministry, and what we might call "kingdom rules," or what politicians are fond of calling "the rule of law."
Submitting to the mild discipline of weekly liturgy and daily devotions shapes our character beneficially.  Methodists take the term "sanctification" seriously:   It is possible, and even likely, to become a better person over the course of a devoted life named for Jesus.   Like the picture of early discipleship in today's Gospel lesson, our believing is companioned, not solitary.   Sent forth by Christ, watched over by him, and welcomed back from each new venture, we "walk the walk" not by ourselves, but with other Christians.   We support them, and they support us.   We model the redeemed society in Jesus' parables of the kingdom of heaven.


It certainly takes faith to see this.   Church brings out the worst and the best together.   Like marriage, or citizenship, or a deed, or even a purchase, church membership allows time to go deeper through  familiarity.   I am bonded to you, and you are to me, and that makes growth possible both for the individual and the group.


The Fourth of July gives us the chance to honor another kind of group life.   Bigger and broader than the congregation, the nation offers great freedom, while its laws are more strictly enforced than most church policies.


Most of the time, the nation wields far more power than the church;   yet throughout history, Christians have occasionally overwhelmed the influence of the state and changed its character fundamentally.


Our most dramatic example of this has been the civil rights movement.   Not entirely church-driven, it nevertheless was fundamentally  so, and it stands as a beacon to every American Christian in  each new generation.  


 Giving thanks, as Christians, on this holiday, requires of us the same kind of clear-headed confessionalism our sisters and ancestors exercised in those other, now-fading days.


My taxes kill Afghani women and children.   My government runs a vast and hidden spy operation, some of it producing the most inhumane and internationally illegal torture.   My spending habits  support a fossil fuel industry that permanently impoverishes world-wide ecology.


We have much to answer for, as inheritors of the Founding Fathers' frame of government.


The present is no less confused and conflicted than those earlier days, either in 1776 at Philadelphia, or in 1963 at the March on Washington.


All we have are a history, and a fellowship, a liturgy, and a living Presence in our midst who accepts our thanks, settles his yoke upon us, and promises more than anyone or anything else.


"The seventy returned with joy, saying, 'Lord, in your name even the demons submit to us!'   He said to them, 'I watched Satan fall from heaven like a flash of lightning   See, I have given you authority to tread on snakes and scorpions, and over all the power of the enemy;   and nothing will hurt you.   Nevertheless, do not rejoice at this, that the spirits submit to you, but rejoice that your names are written in heaven.'"


Give thanks, through Jesus Christ.


Amen

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
