Sermon preached 3 July 2011 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Third Sunday after Pentecost/Independence Day Sunday

“Unfinished business”


One of the problems with reading the Bible together in church is that you’re always getting interrupted!


Last Sunday we barely finished talking about Abraham’s almost sacrificing his son, Isaac.


Now, today, Isaac’s grown, Abraham’s old, and Rebekah agrees to leave her father and mother’s people and become Isaac’s wife.


A lot happened in between that we don’t stop to consider.


There’s unfinished business, between there and here:   Lot’s wife, and Sodom and Gomorrah, and Sarah’s death, and Hagar, and a whole passel of interesting tales;   but we’d never get done if we didn’t move on, and sum up, and draw conclusions fast and loose with the story of Israel, and how we came to have this particular religion, and this particular Savior, with this particular pedigree.


Without being too simplistic, that’s how we get to the Fourth of July and this Independence Day Sunday, too.


The longer we live together as Americans, the more chance we have to look at ourselves more than one way;   to rewrite our national history, and re-evaluate our national character.


We must skip a lot;  and every year, when we leave something out, somebody gets upset, and someone else insists on inserting another detail that makes a lot of difference to an important bunch of people.


The Bible is about unfinished business, and so is America.


We don’t worship either one of them.


In fact, guarding against that very thing is a big part of our religion.


“Thou shalt have no other gods before me” is a fundamental principle among Christians.


That means no book-worship, and no flag-worship.   Solid as a rock we have that before us, in church, and in the halls of government, the armed services, and everything about our national life.


And yet, the Bible, and the flag, call out our very best worship.   We love God and one another because “the Bible tells me so,” and because “we, the people” have bonded together to form, as the Constitution says, “a more perfect union,” and because so many people have worked so long and hard to secure “liberty and justice for all.”


When I was a boy, we had newsreels;   and I remember one about the troops returning from World War II, and how one soldier got off the boat and kissed the ground as he came to the end of the gangplank.

That emotion is in our souls, as surely as “Come to me, all you who are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest,” from the Bible, is in our hearts.

This is a day to join these loves;   to thank God we can thank God in this great land.


That is one of the great benefits of religion:   When your heart fills up and you just want to say, “Thank you,” you can.   You have the tools, and the friends, and the times, when you can just cut loose and cry with the goodness of it all, and the unmerited grace of it all in your life and in our lives together.


Being a preacher, I can’t stop there.   Ol’ Paul pushes me to remind myself and the rest of you that there’s a limit to sentiment.


Being grateful guides honest folks into justice-seeking, and confessions of guilt, and into listening as well as speaking.


Just as Scripture thunders with righteousness, national pride shames unfairness, selfishness, and abuse.   I’m passing around several examples of true patriotism to stimulate your conscience and prayer over the holiday week-end.   One is a statement against torture --- two are, in fact.   Another is a call to resist global warming.   Still another is an invitation to reflect on the events of September 11, 2001, in the spirit of forgiveness.


These just touch the surface.   We haven’t even mentioned the shameful drive in our own state to overturn the bill granting in-state tuition rates to children of undocumented immigrants.   That, on this day of all days, when we celebrate our immigrant status as citizens of a free land founded by undocumented immigrants, is a Christian shame indeed.


Thank God we can talk, and pray, and act on such things;   that we can sing, and love, and pursue happiness in this great land.


Thank God for giving us unfinished business, as disciples of the One who is not finished placing his yoke upon us, and granting us rest, Jesus Christ, our Lord.

Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
