Sermon preached 13 March 2011 @ Bethesda UMC Baltimore

First Sunday in Lent

“Tough talk”


I must admit being charmed by the “tough love” Susanna Wesley shows in her prayer, which we will use over the offering today.


“You’ve called us to be alert, and to ask for your help.   So, when we ask you to help us improve, make us work at it, so we can reasonably expect to succeed.”


We are now in the “hands on” part of the church year.


Lent is where the Church, after listening to the Good News in all its various expressions surrounding Jesus’ life, now prepares for his death.


Put another way, we have talked;   now we learn to walk.


The great good news of Lent is that we do not have to live forever, or to solve everything.


God does the moving.


God does the rescuing.


Being limited, short-term, frail creatures is a GOOD thing, with a God like ours.


It motivates us to try, because we know we don’t have to succeed.  


Consequences are everywhere --- and you can always LEARN from them.


To be allowed to die is the greatest privilege, because it means being absorbed in God, wrapped in love, nurtured and prepared even more than we were the first time.


There is no end to obligation, because life itself goes outward, reaches, connects.   It is, in a word, interactive.


Look at what happened to Jesus when he stopped breathing.   The Church rose up.   The Body of Christ came alive.


The temptation to think otherwise is real.   To have no limits, to live forever, to be gods --- these are the jumping-off points to being human, being “children of God,”  “in the image of God.”


It is a PRIVILEGE to work at our religion, our marriage, our church, our vocation, our community, our art, our WORK.   Even Scripture says so, while complaining about bad working conditions,  and pointing the finger, first at the woman, then at the serpent, and finally at the man, dodging the original blessing “to till it and keep it”   (the Garden of Eden).


What we’re invited to do in Lent is grow up a little,   However you go about it, find a way not to say, “Those people,”   but say, “I.”   Work on loving yourself into improvement, not beating up on yourself.   Join up;   don’t go it all alone --- but choose your company,   don’t run loose.


Jesus’ temptations at the beginning of his career;   late Judaism’s weaving of old stories , about the beginning of things, into the book we call Genesis…these are signs of the great experimental quality of breathing, and being human.   You simply cannot express such truths without being imaginative.


We are not left to our own devices.    We have all these powerful stories;  we have this fellowship:  fellow pilgrims meeting regularly, and on- call weekdays.   We have a nature that is essentially creative, generous, hopeful.  The stains and wounds aren’t the sum of us.   The handshake, the song, the sharing, are the real truth.


“Then the devil left him, and suddenly angels came and waited on him.”


That can happen to you.


It has happened to us.


That’s why we’re church.


Tough talk…through Jesus Christ.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
