Sermon preached 22 May 2011 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Fifth Sunday of Easter/Heritage Sunday

“Death and reassurance”


Every person, and every group, faces death.

So did the early church.


Today we “listen in” on a famous instance:  The stoning of Stephen.


It’s remarkable how much his dying resembles Jesus’ own, right up to the well-known quote, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.”

If you think of those first Christians, saving the stories that meant most, passing them around, and eventually writing them down and treating them like holy scripture, the way good Jews had been doing for centuries, you can see them teaching and reminding each other:   “Jesus lives in you.   You live like Jesus.   God leads you, enables you, to die forgiving even the people who are killing you.”


I told you all last Sunday I was going, after church, to Patapsco State Park for a ceremony and picnic on the 70th anniversary of the conscientious objector movement.


I went, and it was inspiring.   The work goes on, and it’s important for us to recognize that’s been a part of Christianity  from the start, and that it’s also part of our American heritage.   One guy quoted was a prize fighter.   “It’s not Christian,” he said about war.


It was good to be reminded we never stand alone in making Christian witness.   The Lord leads us from within, and other people stand beside us, some of whom we know, but many others whom we only know  in the Spirit and in the results their stand has produced in society, in the law, in the library, and, nowadays, on the Internet.


As they died, and as they faced death, either peacefully, or under stress like Stephen, the members of this little, scattered group took advantage of every technique to school themselves and keep going.   This included memory-verses, flash-backs, and even weaving scenes out of whole cloth.  
 Thus we have today’s familiar quotes from the 14th chapter of John’s Gospel, which I’ve never been without, as a Methodist minister conducting a funeral.   “Do not let your hearts be troubled.   Believe in God, believe also in me.”   “Very truly I tell you, the one who believes in me will also do the works that I do and, in fact, will  do  greater works than these, because I am going to the Father….”   “In my Father’s house there are many dwelling places….”


One of the commentaries points out that the Greek word translated “dwelling places,” or “mansions,” is the noun form of the verb,  “to abide.”   That word is much used in John’s Gospel, as in “Abide in me, and I in you.”   Stick with me.


All this is saying, by the early church, that trust is everything.


Jesus trusted.   We can trust.   God enables us to trust.   Jesus promised that before he died, and it’s turned out that way, these forty or fifty years since.   Just like God promised the Hebrew children to rescue them from Egyptian slavery if they’d follow Moses into the desert, or wilderness, so they’ve been following the risen spirit of Christ in their fellowship, these Christians, and they’ve never been let down.


So today we have a very different picture than last week, of “getting religion.”   Last week everybody shined, shared, and multiplied.   This week, we see them shaking, getting stoned, and grasping at memories to make it through another day.


That’s sort of how it is every worship service.   We see both sides.   We worry, and celebrate.    We testify, and we wait.

It makes for a well-rounded life.   If you can walk with death all the time, you have more life:  For yourself, and for others.


It’s another example of what we have to teach our society:   Don’t be scared.   Don’t hold grudges.   Trust the good, even as you buck the bad.


It makes sense


It makes for peace.


It’s what we’re for…..through Jesus Christ.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler
