Sermon preached Sunday 7 March 2010 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Third Sunday in Lent

"Can't we do better?"


Anderson Motors is about to move out of our Charles Village neighborhood and leave a big hole.


People are suggesting a Walmart to take its place.


My reaction is, "Can't we do better than that?"   Walmart has a terrible record with its employees.   Its reputation overseas is full of sweatshops.   In an area where small businesses have served generations, with a history of tolerance for diverse life styles, can't we patiently build some better mix than this ecologically abusive corporate giant?


That's the Lenten question.


Isaiah tells the exiled Jews to hope and not give up.   The psalmist calls God a rock, says we can always count on the Almighty.


Paul warns the Corinthians not to get cocky, while reassuring them nothing can ruin them, no test will fail to have a way through.


Jesus starts out harsh:.    "...unless you repent, you will all parish..."  and then tells a parable about a fig tree that's allowed one more year to see if it will bear fruit, with fertilizer and digging to encourage it.


The big thing for folks such as we is not to get discouraged.   Don't quit asking, "Can't we do better?"   The mystery of God's workings never ceases.   A friend who used to work at the National Endowment for the Arts told me last week how the Vietnam Memorial was built. A single drawing on a piece of cardboard was presented by a 19-year-old Chinese-American to the review committee, and because one committee member saw its potential and convinced his fellow members, this national treasure that helped heal a whole generation was produced --- like nothing ever done before, making no political statement, refusing to glorify war, opposed by veterans' groups, and once it was up, an awesome interactive artwork and park space beloved by hundreds of thousands.


I don't know if we can do better than Walmart --- but I believe in the intuition that raises the question.


I believe in a religion that is more than pious phrases uttered on Sunday morning.   Last Thursday I heard young men, students at Merganthaler High School, tell about pulling away from gang life, begging us middle-class folks to mentor high school students at risk from drugs, guns, and the life on city streets.   I'm tired of a church that thinks it can't respond to that plea, thinks we're too old or small or scared, thinks faith is sweet Jesus bye and bye and the world can take care of itself.


There is no spirit, no heart, to prayer and worship that doesn't think like this!   We all have our problems ---- but none of us is without resources to serve, not just our own, but our time.   We can, and should, feels good about our warmth of fellowship --- but we are not about security in the first place.   We are about salvation  --- not some neat "Jesus is mine" phrase;   not even "he paid it all;"  We are too close to the fire for that.   We are instruments of peace, with gifts of healing in our hands.   Instead of grieving over our size, we'd better celebrate its advantages and admit we can do things we couldn't when we were bigger and had to fear rocking the boat.   Here we have nothing to lose.   We've been worried about closing for so long it doesn't even bother  us.   Now we can do what seems right.   We've been intentionally loving, welcoming, and forgiving until it's now a lifestyle with us.   Nobody has the patience for bickering and in-fighting.  This is solid ground, safe space --- or if it isn't we'll be tested until we become so...


So of course we can do better.   Of course repentance is our first order of business.   Of course the sacrament of table fellowship, that holiest of signs of goodwill, is in our order today,.   We've waited a  long time for it.   I could see us having it every Sunday.   We need more of what it brings.  Let us pray over it, and gladly receive it today.


Of course we can do better --- through Jesus Christ.


Amen.


Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor

