Sermon preached @ Bethesda UMC 24 July 2011

Sixth Sunday after Pentecost

“That’s once!”


The trickster is tricked!


The Old Testament reading for today shows Jacob, the one who had been so good at putting himself ahead of his brother Esau, being conned by his future father-in-law, Laban, into taking the older daughter, Leah, in marriage, instead of Rachel, whom he loved and had worked seven years to marry.


We are thus set up, in today’s Bible readings, to think of reversal, set-back, disappointment, interruption, and loss of control as a fundamental quality of life.


Like a great ocean liner, the topic moves forward through the other lessons.   “O give thanks to the Lord,” the psalmist sings.   God “is mindful of {God’s} covenant forever, which he confirmed to Jacob…saying, ‘To you I will give the land of Canaan as a portion for an inheritance.’   Praise the Lord!”


Here we note that, although there are both Jews and Christians who think this means the modern State of Israel is specially guaranteed by God, a much larger part of humankind sees this as a promise of God to be Godlike:   Reliable, trustworthy, standing by God’s word, always abiding by those who put their confidence in God’s loving purposes.


That is what comes through in the epistle reading, Paul’s letter to the church at Rome, from which we have been using a portion, now, for three consecutive Sundays, as our Confession of Faith, in place of the Apostle’s Creed or any other recitation together, after the sermon, of what we believe as Christians.


Paul is, remember, coming from a place of surrender and turn-around,   He hated the church, and persecuted Christians, and thought of Christ as an imposter --- until, in a dramatic vision and blinding time of revelation, he himself became one of us, and ever after devoted himself to preaching the good news of Christ who, by God’s grace, lives within the believer’s heart and brings together people of all sorts of experience into a fellowship called, quite simply, the Body of Christ.  
 For Paul, God is amazingly creative in using each individual Christian as part of the revolution, the making of a new world of love and righteousness.   For Paul, it doesn’t matter if you live another fifty years, or die tomorrow.   If you are alive in Christ, you are already doing specular things for the good of all, and sometimes you can even catch glimpses of how God is doing good all over the place, in all sorts of situations, inside and outside the believing community,


Finally, in the collection of readings from the Gospel of Matthew, we have one parable after another describing reversal, surprise, hiddenness, even something like trickery, as in the case of the merchant who finds treasure and hides it in a field in order to buy the field and get the treasure before anybody else catches wind of it.


You know the old saying about being tricked:   “That’s once.” --- implying that we can learn to avoid being surprised on the second or third time.

Well, that’s not what the Bible says today.   It says we cannot control life, and the sooner we grasp that and see it as a good thing, the better we get at living and dying.


The Jacob story goes on with more trickery:   Jacob tricks Laban out of wealth, and Jacob’s wives conspire with him to do so --- and on through the story of Israel, fooling and surprise continue.


It is the supreme story, for us Christians, in the resurrection of Jesus from the dead, and after that, in the Pentecostal growth of the church as Christ’s risen body.


So let us give thanks, and try our best to adapt.   We are all control freaks at heart, and the Holy Spirit only gradually elevates us into glad cooperators with God in this surprising, hidden, overwhelmingly blessed life God is bringing about, for us and all creation, moment by moment….


In Jesus’ name we say, Thanks be to God.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
