Sermon preached @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore 26 June 2011

Second Sunday after Pentecost

“Reason to be angry”


This story of Abraham ready to sacrifice his child infuriates me.


I think of all the excuses for meanness religion has been put to, from child sacrifice in old times, to Fred Phelps in our day.


I recognize the ancient Israelites may have been dealing with criticism from their neighbors, who said, “You don’t honor your god as much as we honor ours.”


I know it’s a long time ago.


I know it fits neatly into our Christian talk of God sacrificing Jesus --- and I say, “Baloney!   It would be better to stay away from church if that’s what’s in the church’s book!”


This, it seems to me, is how we have to talk and think to reach new people in our day.


There’s reason enough to be angry about a church that teaches this story.


In fact, going deeper, there’s reason enough to be angry at God for a lot of things.


So, the story has relevance.


Whether it’s saying people are so mad at God they think God could demand such a thing as child sacrifice, or God is so mad at people God must test to the extreme to see if a person can be trusted --- in any case, we know anybody you love is eventually going to make you real mad.


It just goes with the territory;  and it goes with God, if we have any kind of real relationship with a Higher Power.


It’s part of our story, in other words.   Coming to terms with our angry feelings towards our ancestors, our offspring, our siblings and contemporaries, is fundamental.


Notice I don’t say this is any once-and-for-all sense.  The Bible tells this story and moves on;   but just watch:   This business of trust is a theme throughout the whole story of Israel, and all through the brief 150 years or so represented in the New Testament books ---  and in any serious study of the 2,000 years of church history since then.  
        Who is trustworthy?   Why does God allow things?  What does God require?  Such questions are basic to our baptismal identity;   and it’s true:   We’re working on our anger all our lives, and certainly in any significant relationships, from birth to death.


I say this because there comes a point when you’ve had enough;   when circumstances just won’t give any more,    and you have to make a choice:   “Will I hang onto my anger, or will I move on?”

The Bible seems to say that happens to God.


This Creator, this Ground of Being, this Sum of all things, heaves a big sigh, rares back, and says, “O.K.   I’ll trust, one more time;”   and out of that we get a people, and a story --- and I guess most of all, for the Bible is not a loner’s book --- we get a community.


This is what’s coming home to me here at Bethesda.   We have each other.


We may not be too close.   We may not spend much time together;   but what we do spend, how we do relate, is power-packed.


What would it take to make you mad enough to leave church?


We know some folks have, over the years.   That’s part of the story, just as the ups and downs of our personal dealings with anger tell our story.


Just like Abraham, though, and just like God, in this anger-producing, confusing little tale with a happy ending, we’ve stayed together:   You and you;  you and I;  we and God.

That’s about where we are.   What happens next remains to be seen.     The Bible will hark back to this story again and again.


You and I are invited to make something of it for ourselves, here at Bethesda.


We’re beginning to trust each other.


God’s beginning to trust us.


We’ve passed the first test.


It’s kind of inspiring --- through Jesus Christ.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
