Sermon preached @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore 21 March 2010

Fifth Sunday in Lent

"Seeing the light"


I guess what I envy most about Jesus is his ability to see the light.


I should begin by saying Jesus is generally a shadowy figure for me, someone I'm uneasy psychologizing or even describing too closely.   My conversations with the Almighty are urgent and global.   Prayers like, "Lord, it's up to you," or, "You gotta help me!" or "Bless her, please!" don't generally have a Galilean carpenter on the other end.  The religious impulse is more primitive than that, in my experience.


When Jesus does loom real and personal for me, I really admire and stand in awe of his capacity to look beyond any situation and trust in a positive, hopeful outcome.


That's what he's doing at Bethany, when he accepts Mary's extravagant anointing of him with costly perfume, "pure nard."   He sees through the present moment with its awkwardness.   He sees through the suffering and death soon to arrive.   He sees on to more of God's love than ever, working its way through a future no one could predict.


He stands in a long line.   Today we select Middle Isaiah, the part of that book of the Bible written to discouraged Jews in exile far from Jerusalem, dispirited folks.   "Get ready for rescue!" Isaiah says.   "Don't let the past control you, or even the present."


The Psalmist gives us that haunting sing-song:   "When the Lord  restored the fortunes of Zion  we were like those who dream."


(Sometimes it takes my breath away to read these age-old stories and songs!    They give us such incredible imagery, all sorts of help for hard times.


That is the point.



Lent is about being refined by the fire of honesty, starting with ourselves, extending throughout the church, and including the whole world.


"When the Lord restored the fortunes of Zion, we were like those who dream."   "May those who sow with tears reap with joy."


Our savior God sees through all the obstacles in our path,   all the underbrush in our hearts, sees the truth we only glimpse.  It is beautiful.


Christ, in each of us, sees the light, moves towards the light, and in a real way IS light. 
         My envy of Jesus is based on a misconception.    I want to be like Jesus, when actually, God asks me to be like Dan Gleckler.


This, to me, is the meaning of the anointing of Jesus in today's Gospel.   Jesus is living through what each of us will live through.


The word "humility" comes to mind.   Each of us is good at something.   It is not arrogant to claim what we are good at.   It is, rather, a grateful witness to God in our lives.   Over time,  we learn not to be falsely modest.  

 I'm not talking about playing the piano or baking a lovely cake.   I'm talking soul talk.   In Christ, we grow better.   Nobody else can develop the unique way of honoring God that lies within me. 

  The faith Jesus demonstrates in these Bible stories is OUR faith.   His story was put together by the church to produce that in all who call  on him, who believe in him, who, like Mary,  anoint him with the costliest possession we can offer.)

This is the last Sunday we will meet before the darkness of Jesus' arrest, suffering, and death becomes our central theme.


What he sees ahead in today's story will become our story, as we accept the invitation to walk with other believers through his Passion.  

 It can be a cleansing, empowering time.  

 We are invited to learn a little more about what's valuable and what's not in our routine, among our possessions.   God's great love, and the way all things work together for good, may become more obvious to us.


Yet this is not something we can control.   Like our Lord, we must walk through the circumstances given to us.   Light is real, but darkness has its day and place.   We are not manipulators.   We are witnesses.   God COMES.  Victory is real.   The truth is on its way.

   Just as we say Jesus will return, we face the incompleteness of our understanding.   Paul says it well in today's Epistle:  "Not that I have already obtained this or have already reached the goal,   but I press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own."


Jesus is coming, and yet Jesus is already here, among us, present in the Holy Spirit.


Let us walk the walk in these next two weeks, learning, seeing, yearning, trusting.   Quoting the Apostle again, "...this one thing I do, forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus."


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor 
