Sermon preached Sunday 14 March 2010 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Fourth Sunday in Lent/One Great Hour of Sharing

"Too much of a good thing?"

Nobody is better than Luke at proclaiming the extravagance, even wastefulness, of God.


The old word, "wastrel," with its connotation of one who wastes, could be applied to the Prodigal Son;  but it could equally well fit the old father.


No wonder the older brother is resentful!   What good does it do the younger brother to be loved like the old man does?   First he gives him his share of the estate ---- something that only is his due once his father's needs are met and the old man dies.   Then he never ceases scanning the road for him after his long, long absence.   Then he throws a wild party when he finally does show up, ragged and penniless.


It's classic American to hate hand-outs.   The idea we all came here with nothing and worked our way up, is as common as nobility and class divisions are for Europe.


Although we've had strong unions and free public education, we manage to look down on poor people generation after generation, more than the nations our grandparents came from.


And it is true that money is a sign of decency and personal togetherness --- but not always, as any congregation  can tell you if you listen.


So, why does God spoil us?


"Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him.   And the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, 'This fellows welcomes sinners and eats with them.'"


"So he told them this parable:   'There was a man who had two sons...'"


It's an offensive story.   If we don't see that, we've missed its point.


Nobody should have to explain, or describe, God this way.


We ought to be able to see the love of God, the goodness of creation, the graced unity of all things working together for good.   Why hit us over the head with a judgmental story that condemns every proper part of our religion, our individual souls, and the way we organize anything we can get hold of, including church?


The Presbyterian Church teaches that ordination does not confer any special status on the preacher.   Ordination simply denotes a person set aside for a particular purpose that serves the church.


We United Methodists hold pretty much the same doctrine --- but are we, or the Baptists, or anyone else, including Presbyterians, free of elevating clergy too high?


And that's just the church.   All these CEO's, and ball players, and movie starts --- our royalty --- pile power and privilege thicker and higher than Marie Antoinette or Julius Caesar or Pharoah, right here in modern America.


Too much of a good thing, indeed!


What are we getting at in this story, anyway?


Deep into Lent as we are, when the emphasis is on self-examination and human frailty, why light up the sky with a parable about God's overwhelming , unlimited generosity and kindness?


Well, for one thing, it has a small, but real, chance of penetrating our thick spiritual skin.


A friend who's struggled through life with depression and prayed countless prayers:   "God, you can heal me ...Why don't you?   Please!" --- said recently he's found comfort in the Good Samaritan story --- another Lukan parable --- in this way:   "If I think of God as the one wounded and in the ditch, then I am the Good Samaritan, and I can rescue the one wounded."


It's a curious thing.   Imbedded in the very nature of life is the ability to heal, to improve, to help, even to celebrate;   yet we most often back into it, by helping someone else, or by admitting and going for help ourselves.


The best deals are a surprise.   We fall in love, and then spend 25 years just trying to be decent friends;  and then one day, for a moment, the sun breaks, and there's joy!


All this has nothing to do with violence, good standing, power.   It's more like a fungus, grown in darkness, rising while we sleep;   not on the program;   on when the power goes off, or the water main breaks.


How would YOU push the love of God?   What story would you tell?   How much can you insult me until I catch a glimmer of hope for myself?   Until I heal some of the fear and leave some of the hurt behind?   Until I become a little bit more of the beautiful creature, the unique soul and body, I was programmed to be?    Where does loving yourself stop and loving me begin?


How can you even to talk about such things without religious language?   Yet religion is far from many people, and acts may have to replace words most of the time --- but it all means the same thing:   We are precious, beloved.   So is our neighbor.   So what can we say?   It's almost --- almost too much of a good thing...In Jesus Christ.   

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
