Sermon preached 31 July 2011 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Seventh Sunday after Pentecost

“In this name”


Today’s scriptures are a complicated lot.


Paul is worried sick over the Jews, most of whom don’t accept Jesus.


Jacob is caught between his father-in-law, Laban, whom he has tricked out of a fortune, and his brother Esau, from whom he stole and ran in the first place.    


Resting in between the two, at a fjord, or crossing-place, in the River Jabbok, he has another famous dream…except this time it’s a wide-awake wrestling match in the dark between him and a mysterious stranger who never gives his name.


The stranger gives Jacob a new name, however:  “Israel:” ---   “He who strives with God and humans and prevails;” and Jacob survives, but with a limp.


The Psalm basically begs for mercy.

And the Gospel reading?   It’s one of the few events carried in all four Gospels, making us pretty certain everyone baptized in the early church had heard some version of it.


To make it real simple, we can say two things about Jesus’ feeding the five thousand:   1)   It gives marching orders to everyone who follows Christ:   Feed the hungry;   and 2) It is the bright side of Holy Communion, reminding us every time we share bread and cup,  not only of Jesus’ courage on the night he was betrayed, but of his incredible generosity as a host, taking the simple food on hand, offering it in God’s name to everyone, and demonstrating there’s always enough, when you do it this way.


I picked the “name” theme for my sermon, just to get some focus in the face of all these riches.


One thing about names is the voodoo-like power people in Bible times felt they held.   If you knew a god’s name, you had some control over that god.


Notice in our story, Jacob never gets the mysterious wrestler’s name.   That fits in with the Hebrew belief you could never know, much less say, the name of the God of Israel.    Remember when Moses asked God, “Who shall I say” (to the Israelites enslaved in Egypt) “sent me?”   all the answer he gets is “I am.”   Reality, what is…   The very name, “Jahweh,” is just a kind of shorthand ---having no vowels, just Y(u)H W(u)H, all consonants, as though mouthing the word without actually speaking it out.

Think about how that fits with our belief God is beyond description, beyond naming.


Then remember, Jacob was named  “Israel “--- “wrestler “--- what the Jews were saying about their faith:  That they had the self-reliance, the self-respect, to challenge Fate --- and behold, that’s what God wants:   Companionship, interaction, join up with the Almighty in making a world, and making history…


Remember also, we get our name at baptism.   In the moment of joining the risen body of Christ, we receive identity.   The group gives it to us, and the group is empowered by the living God to do this.   Our name is stamped on us, by water and the risen Spirit of Christ, so we are more than we were;    and we are also wounded, as was Jacob, by our identification with Christ, since Christ BY DEFINITION is the one who suffered for others.  We’re now growing up in a community that thinks that way, that teaches love and unselfishness as fundamental characteristics of being human.


Then, look at the name of Jesus, and see what Paul is struggling with, as a good Jew.   Suddenly God has changed course,  and accepted a name.   That’s so contrary to everything they’d believed, it’s no wonder many wouldn’t accept Christianity.


Our mistake, so often, has been to act like this gave us the reins;  to insist others call God Jesus, rather than simply being grateful for all the blessings we get from doing so --- like  being fed among the five thousand;   

like always having a purpose:  Feeding the hungry --- and a way to do that, whatever our wealth or poverty.

So much in a name…


Such a risk, believing in God…


Such a gift, being named and fed by a God who knows our name, and who gives us a name to call God:  Jesus, our Lord.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
