Sermon preached Ash Wednesday 6 p.m. 2011 @ Bethesda UMC.Baltimore

“Open”


Outsiders see today as a “downer” for Christians.


It’s only when you get inside the church that you see the powerfully positive side of Ash Wednesday.


To think that we always have a second chance is big-time optimism.


Even the thief on the Cross was told, “This day thou shalt be with me in paradise.”


Let’s walk through the biblical texts assigned, updating them for greater punch.


Let Joel speak to America rather than ancient Israel, in his prediction that the Day of the Lord (the Fourth of July) will spell doom and not celebration, because of Israel’s many sins.   Say to modern U.S. citizens, ‘Because you slaughtered the native Indians, and founded your Constitution on slavery;   because you invaded Vietnam and Iraq, causing great casualties;   because you…”   the list goes on.


Then listen to Joel tell us, “Yet even now, says the Lord, turn to me with all your heart…who knows whether he will not turn and relent…?”


Look at Psalm 51, which is so full of contrition that we use it for worship often, both in private devotions and in services together;   so poignant that the rabbis early decided it must have been composed by King David, when the Prophet Nathan confronted him with stealing Bathsheba from her husband.   Think of all the personal meaning that can take on, even now, even here.

Look at the early church letter from Paul, and see how full of this idea of being second-chance people it is.   “We are treated as imposters, and yet are true” --- not parading his righteousness, but saying instead that we ALWAYS have time to turn around, even when people misunderstand us.


Don’t be confused by Jesus’ insistence that you don’t “practice your piety before men.”   Sound religion always shows, and faith only grows with practice.   Habit is crucial to good behavior…BUT IT MUST BE SINCERE.


Everything is up for grabs.  What I do today in good faith, must be re-evaluated tomorrow.   Both the counsel of good Christian friends, and my own inner conscience, have to be consulted day by day.


The Lord is after perfection…in the sense of getting to the heart of any matter, and also in the sense of aiming high, for an outcome that will show love and goodwill.


That perfection, that obedience to the heart of things, the real truth, never grows old;   never lets you down as an attitude   gives peace beyond anything else;   and, as we say tonight, it starts with facing our limits, our death, the truth beyond all our wisdom, even as it comes from within our deepest self as well.


Being OPEN to love is the basic posture we learn in Jesus Christ.


Let us join his friends in a gesture of such openness that Christians have found helpful through the centuries.


Amen

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
