Sermon preached 1 May 2011 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Second Sunday of Easter

“Family values”


Easter begins a 7-week period of reflection and celebration that ends at Pentecost.


Themes include the suffering, death, and resurrection of Christ, and also his ascension, and the coming of the Holy Spirit.


This is “church talk,” of course;   and we know that, with every belief statement we make inside the church, we must make a complementary, or parallel, statement for the general public, in order to be useful to the world and honest among ourselves.

We thus use scriptures that show the early church doing that.    Specifically, we substitute readings from the Books of Acts for the regular reading from the Old Testament.   The Acts of the Apostles is an early Christian narrative, or story, that blends Bible, as it was then, with current events, as they were then, over and over, to illustrate what believers went through and talked about.


In our time, Acts would be a documentary.   Don’t let that “buffalo” you, though:  We know documentaries invariably express a point of view.   There’s no such thing as absolute accuracy.   Sometimes a poem does a better job.   Remember Karl Barth, the great Swiss theologian who led church resistance to Hitler, answered a reporter’s question about what Christianity meant to him, by quoting, “Jesus loves me, this I know, For the Bible tells me so.”   


Whereas the writer of Acts has Jesus ascending into heaven before the disciples’ eyes, the Gospel of John simply has Jesus saying, “I am going to my Father and your Father.”


Where Luke and Acts have a huge public event giving the Spirit on Pentecost, John has a quiet scene in an “upper room” in which the risen Christ breathes on his closest friends --- the very ones who had denied him and fled from his arrest and persecution.


In these “Great Fifty Days” between Easter and Pentecost, we accommodate human nature, which tends to take big truths for granted unless they are specifically emphasized.   We set aside this time annually to go over what Scripture says, and what we mean by proclaiming  that the highest human act is to suffer for others’ benefit;   to point out a person who does that always runs afoul of human power and dies, one way or another;   that this is never the end of the story:   People see, and are inspired, and go off themselves to pick up the pieces and do their own version of the same thing;  that transferring from a bad environment into a loving one brings all sorts of positive effects, which we have no term for but “miraculous;”   that this kind of fellowship spreads and duplicates itself, beyond all class, and upbringing, and skin color, gender identity, or any other characteristic;   that there comes a time when no institution can hold all the diversity within itself:   Families marry out, churches split off, Israel spawns Christianity;   that the whole show is marvelous, chaotic, unpredictable;   that hope, and times of joy, never fully leave the scene.   All these things we live by, year ‘round.


They give us our values.   They call us in the night.   They “say it better, “  these stories, and Psalms, these many different ways of expressing our “bottom line,” our permanent position, who we really are, and how we want our acts to be judged.


Easter truths, Easter stories, Easter songs and Psalms show us up.   They make us impatient to do better.   They turn the page on all our guilt, sorrow…All the past.

They express our family values…through Jesus Christ.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
