Sermon preached 15 May 2011 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Fourth Sunday of Easter

“Moment of blessing”


Most folks can identify with moments around young children when the sense of gratitude and joy wells up.   Thirty or forty or however many years later, the experience is easy to remember.


That kind of thing happens in organizations, too.   It can get sentimentalized;  and Luke comes perilously close to that in today’s first lesson, from the Book of Acts.


It is good to fall in love;   to hold a happy baby;   to start up a new company, or choir, or coalition;   but these are only part of the story.   Happy memories are a blessing;  but so are the lessons that came the hard way.


This is evidently the gist of the difficult reading from John’s Gospel for today.   John’s Gospel is always suspect, coming down as it does so hard on anyone who doesn’t believe Jesus is the Son of God.   Like someone fresh from a painful divorce, John’s community can’t stop talking about the pain and justifying their position against those Jews who have failed to accept them.


Hence, today, we hear about the one right gate, the one right shepherd, etc.   


What we CAN take from John is a combination of Old Testament truth that Jews and Muslims agree on:   “Thou shalt have no other gods but me;”   and our own deep awareness, expressed in all kinds of love songs, wedding vows, and personal commitments:  You can’t hold back, your heart must be in it, or your relationship won’t grow and prosper.


If that makes us sound exclusive, it’s because, as Jesus said elsewhere, “No one can serve two masters.”   


It’s not a matter of denying other religions.   It’s simply being truthful about our own experience.


Which brings us to the last of the three New Testament lessons for today, the one from First Peter.


Peter is talking to slaves, which makes us gulp, since we don’t believe in slavery.


That makes us remember the Bible is an old book --- and also that everybody comes from a different place when we get to serious religious talk.   Respect is always in order.   In Peter’s case, a world without slavery didn’t enter his imagination.


What he does say that counts for us, is that suffering can teach us lessons; can identify us with Jesus’ own learning and growth; can, in sum, be a positive thing.


That’s tough talk;   and it’s precisely what we American Christians need to hear, and to teach our country.

Republican Ron Paul of Texas says we should’ve worked with Pakistan to capture bin Laden, instead of invading that sovereign nation as we did.


Independent Bernie Sanders has co-sponsored a bill for single-payer national health insurance.


Here and there, articulate folks are insisting our invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan, and the deregulation of Wall Street, are the reasons for our economic crisis --- not social programs;  and that it’s immoral to take from the poorest part of our people, while continuing huge tax breaks for the top few.


Other voices are calling for a final closure of Guantanamo prison; for the lifting of sanctions against Cuba; and for the total removal of torture from our treatment of prisoners.


These are part of the truth that is bubbling up in our moment.


Whether by prayer, or political action, the church as a whole, and each of us as individuals, needs to give such energy added power.


The voice of justice is more evangelistic than we often think.   Learning to suffer, and suffering to learn, we are asked to walk with the Good Shepherd, the One who is out to redeem the world, the one whose voice we already know, who never lets us down, who is, quite simply, the reason for everything, and the secret of it all.


It is all one moment of blessing, all the time:   suffering and singing, crucified and risen, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of us all---


Or, as the saying goes, “God is good.”


                                      “All the time.”

                                                “All the time.”

                                                “God is good.”


Through Jesus Christ we say it.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
