Sermon preached @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore 29 May 2011

Sixth Sunday of Easter/Memorial Day Sunday

“Spreading our wings”


As so often happens in life, and in church,  there’s more than one thing going on today.


In the lectionary, we’re in the midst of primitive church history.   Paul preaches to some non-Jews.   The psalm of the day sings praise to God (and we know the first Christians continued to use the Hebrew psalter in worship).   First Peter goes on some more about taking hard times in stride, and adds some reflections on baptism’s meaning.   We think, in fact, that this passage may be connected to an early catechism, perhaps memory verses to describe baptism.   John continues reporting Jesus’ speech at the Last Supper.


At the same time, this is Memorial Day week-end in the U.S.;  and finally, there’s a clergy trial scheduled for mid-June that affects our whole denomination, but especially those who, like us, support equality for LGBT (lesbian, gay, bi-sexual, and transgender)  people.


In a sense, we’re “spreading our wings” ---- applying our faith to local, current matters, and watching the first Christians test themselves in new surroundings.


The doctrine of the Holy Spirit, in fact, arose out of finding Jesus as important and supportive to his friends after he died as he was before.   It built on Jewish experience:   The Psalter is full of testimony to God’s reliability and reality.   Now the same flavor surrounds Jesus’ people.   Energy wells up, and reminders come thick and fast.   “Didn’t he promise this?”   “Remember how he told us?”,   etc.


By the time the written words, whose translations we have, appeared, it was “what our friends and uncles and grandfathers”  have said,  that people remembered and repeated.   Although it was presented as Jesus talking, or Paul, or Peter, it was present people living their faith right in front of you, that mattered.


And so it is today.   It is the serious side of Memorial Day --- not the holiday, or the sales --- that confronts us in church.   My American soldier relative, and my Japanese daughter-in-law’s soldier relative, are equally real to us in church.   Honoring the dead no longer elevates one side above another, but simply turns all over to God with thanks and hope, as we always do at funerals.


At Annual Conference yesterday, we passed a recommendation to the general church to ask Congress to consider sanctions against Israel for settling on Palestinians lands;   and all over the world, our military policies are under reconsideration by serious church people. 


Then there’s our policy on gay pastors,  and on equality in marriage:

In about three weeks, a trial of a lesbian pastor in a committed partnership will take place in the Midwest.   (You can “google” the Reconciling Ministries website for details of the Rev. Ms Amy DeLong’s story).   Reconciling congregations such as ours are particularly called to be in prayer as the church tries to  align its policy of radical hospitality and equality (“Open hearts, open minds, open doors”), particularly with youth, to some of the language of our Book of Discipline.


We are, in a word, putting the Bible to work in our lives.   We are walking  past all the markers our forebears set up, entering new territory.


I was encouraged yesterday with the civil tone of our  Annual Conference’s debates on resolutions.   There was heat, but we demonstrated what matters to those who watch from the outside:   People of faith can differ strongly and still show respect and play fair according to Roberts’ Rules of Order, and even beyond parliamentary procedure.


Just as we may find family gatherings with some tension this holiday, because there’s plenty to be serious about, and everybody has his or her own level of development, and education, and emotional make-up --- so the church, when it’s been alive with the Spirit, has modeled variety,  and constantly growing understanding.

We are --- we must always be – spreading our wings, through Jesus Christ.    Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler
