Sermon preached 27 June 2010 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Fifth Sunday after Pentecost

"Passing the torch"


So much of the Bible is repetitive!


For instance, the Book of Revelation scarcely has an original thought.   Everything harks back to other passages.   The wonderful phrase, "and God shall wipe away every tear" --- is straight out of the Old Testament, for example.


It's enough to make you think our religion is circular --- doubling back upon itself --- as Ecclesiastes says, "There is nothing new under the sun."


Elijah is trying to leave --- "get out of Dodge" --- die ---and his pesky disciple, Elisha, just won't let go of him.


Sounds like the disciples, failing again and again to understand Jesus' predictions of his passion, and Peter's down-right rebuking him for the idea of it, so Jesus finally has to say, "Get thee behind me, Satan!"


Then when Elijah finally makes off, riding into the sunset, Elisha not only sees him --- recalling for us Luke's description of the disciples seeing Jesus ascent into heaven --- but is able to use Elijah's mantle and divide the Jordan River --- recalling not only Moses' leading the Israelites out of Egypt through the Red Sea, but for us Christians, reminding us of how the early church healed and worked miracles and did all sorts of wonderful things because of their faith in Jesus' resurrection from the dead.


Paul gives us another striking parallel in his letter to the Galatians, where he tells these new believers who are tempted to go back to Jewish practices such as circumcision, and other fulfillments of Torah law, to stop it, use the freedom their faith in Christ gives them.   The scene arks back to the golden calf and the people of Israel falling back into idol-worship while Moses was up on the mountain getting the Ten Commandments from God.


And, of course, the Psalm for today provides a pattern for complaining to God when we're in grief or trouble--- and then goes right back to a reminder of how great God's been in the past.   The Hebrew text is potent enough to make it unclear whether the reminder is for God or us -- another instance of Scripture's realism:   God not only knows what we think, but expects us to confess it --- and God not only hears prayer, but changes because of it --- has to be waked up and reminded --- and didn't Jesus tell his disciples they could move mountains with just a tiny mustard seed of faith?


So what's new?   The Gospel text actually turns a corner.   For the next four months, we will focus on this journey towards Jerusalem that begins in today's reading.   Again and again we'll be reading our descriptions of Jesus as one who is on a journey --- drumming it into us that our life is a pilgrimage, not a settling down to one place or time or relationship or task.   Also, over and over we will hear the harsh reality of Jesus' final days,   When I read of Legg Mason's CEO receiving $4.6 million income last week, I though what a contrast our culture makes with rewards for a job well done.   In the Christian view, the reward for a job well done is what?    If we take Jesus as our example, what must we expect?   If our life mimics his, what does it look like from a worldly perspective?


You know the answer:   There is no set standard.   One may wake up rich one day, and realize it's been a wasted effort, and head with the Lord in a new direction that people call "poverty."   Another may come to sense in jail, and start afresh.    Most of us are privileged to go along much slower, puzzling over how to pay our bills and wondering if we really have "put it all on the altar," as the old hymn says.


The more our consciousness is raised to world poverty --- some thanks to letters from our own United Methodist missionaries --- the clearer Jesus' word, that it's harder for a rich man to go to heaven than for a camel to go through the eye of a needle,  applies to all of us Americans;  and the shame of a system that depends to a large extent on selling weapons, rather than feeding and healing people around the globe, puts us daily on our knees. 


One thing's certain:   However we come to Jess, however we "see the light," we're passing the torch, preparing new people for discipleship, being examples.   It's not just when we're checking out --- it's every moment --- it's repetitive, gloriously familiar.    Love God with all you've got, and your neighbor as yourself.


New, and old.


Always the same;   walking with the Lord;   heading towards Jerusalem --- seeing the Master as he goes u ahead of us ---- always passing the torch, always receiving it from another brother or sister --- walking the Way with the Lord.   Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor

