Sermon preached 16 May 2010@  Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Seventh Sunday of Easter

"Unity"


Rounding the corner of these "Great Fifty Days" between Easter and Pentecost, we pass the "feast day" of the Ascension of Jesus into heaven.


Formally, this is celebrated on a separate day --- but since we have no service on Thursday, the Sunday after Ascension Day can become Ascension Sunday.


Often the text from Luke's Gospel and the text from the beginning of the Book of Acts are read, because Luke is such a great story-teller and gives so many dramatic scenes for use in worship.


We're not doing that, however.  Instead, our Gospel reading is the one assigned for the seventh Sunday of Easter in Year 3 or C of the lectionary cycle, which is from John's Gospel.


This provides us another way of describing our trust that Jesus channels good news uniquely in our believing fellowship.


The energy holding us together as a congregation, comes distinctly through Jesus the human being and all those who have followed him, either in official positions or the general fellowship.


This couldn't happen without God's support.   God brings the church to life, keeps it alive, and moves our individual spirits to accept, "get on board" the Gospel train.


This is as close as I can come to explaining the Ascension.


You can review Luke's story-telling ways of saying the same thing, in the first chapter of the Book of Acts, and in the 24th chapter of the Gospel according to Luke.   (We pretty well accept the scholarship that says the same person or group wrote Luke and Acts).


Let's see what John does with the idea of Jesus "ascending into heaven" --- or being confirmed as the Messiah --- or however we might put it.


In a long "farewell discourse," John has Jesus, in  today's passage, praying  for all his followers, right down to us.   "I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those who will believe in me through their word, that they may all be one,"


If we look at it literally, this hasn't happened.  There are more denominations than ever, and I never talk seriously with anyone without feeling there are some things we just don't see the same, especially religion.


But if you remember John's Jesus washing to disciples' feet and commanding them to love each other as he loved them;  and also recall his saying, "By this everyone will know you are my disciples, that ye love one another"   ---  it is a powerful image to think of Jesus --- God's energy -- our deepest drive, our "bliss" --- pulling us towards one another in humble respect.


That is the sign Jesus "sitteth at the right hand of God the Father Almighty" --- our getting along well, not because we necessarily find one another attractive, but because we choose, with no little courage and self-control, to treat each other as we want to be treated.


To believe that's possible is a big leap.   Our competitive spirit gets more encouragement, much of the time, and we're doing damage control all over the place as a result.   I'd  go so far as to say competition is one of our golden calves, our idols.   I've yet to be convinced that competition is as personally fulfilling as working for the common good;   that making a lot of money is as rewarding as helping someone;   that being prominent is as healthy as expressing my deepest drives wholesomely.   To me it's a tragedy of the first order that we're worried about jobs, when vast numbers of people are starving.


Which brings me to the other point about unity:    From the" woman at the well," who'd had five husbands, and with whom Jesus had a long talk, breaking taboos...to the woman caught in adultery, whom he refused to condemn, John's Jesus demonstrates complete conviction that there are no barriers worth keeping, throughout society.   My welfare and yours are bound together;   and if I can't help an Iraqi child, or make somebody in a nursing home a little bit happy,, I'm not believing Jesus "ascended into heaven" where he "sitteth at the right hand of the Father."   Creeds don't bother me like shallow, selfish business and government practices.


I'm excited because someone last week asked if we're a gay-friendly church.   At least someone  thought we MIGHT be.   I'm delighted because there's a movement in my Charles Village neighborhood to do something better with some open land than put a Walmart there.   Google "Buy Local" for more information.


Unity --- of appearance...no;   of background --- no;   of sexual orientation --- no.    Unity:    You fill in the blanks.


Connect what you know of Jesus.   connect your prayers in his name, and the folks who've joined you in prayer over the years;   swim against the current in this country, against the citizens who think the governor of Arizona did the right thing signing the new bill against immigrants there.


Show me your faith.


Let the world see how Christian charity is in your life.

Show me Easter, alive and well and living at Bethesda on Harford Road.


"Get it together..",,,   "THAT ALL MAY BE ONE..."    in Jesus.   Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler  ,pastor 
