Sermon preached at Bethesda UMC/Baltimore, Md./15 November 2009

"Ordinary time"


When the Christian liturgical calendar isn't preparing for, or celebrating, one of the great annual feasts, Sundays are said to be in "Ordinary Time."


Since the most recent Christian feast was Pentecost, we've been in "ordinary time" quite awhile.


Mark's Gospel speaks of this today:   "As he came out of the temple, 

one of this disciples said to him, 'Look, Teacher, what large stones and what large buildings!'   Then Jesus asked him, 'Do you see these great buildings?   Not one stone will be left here upon another;   all will be thrown down.'"


One of religion's jobs is to look beneath the surface of things, to teach us the difference between what's permanent and what's passing.


Jesus' comment here is rather like reminding ourselves we'd be up the creek without electricity.   We can "oooh" and "ah" about computers --- but much of the world needs food, and water, and medicine, and according to the Bible, that's more important to our over-all well-being, our eternal salvation, than our gadgetry or efficiency.


"When he was sitting on the Mount of Olives opposite the temple, Peter, James, John, and Andrew asked him privately, 'Tell us, when will this be, and what will be the sign that all these things are about to be accomplished?'"


When will time stop being ordinary?


The early church was much concerned with political and economic instability.   Within a few years of its founding, Rome did indeed tear down the Jerusalem temple and punish what the authorities called, in our parlance, "Jewish terrorists."    Within the New Testament itself, there's some jockeying for position with Roman law and order, some finger-pointing at the "bad Jews" who stir the people up.   Mark may be speaking more than Jesus' words in the discussion about "wars and rumors of war."


The important thing, for us, is to remember that all time is ordinary, and at the same time, all time is shot through with high drama and eternal significance.


This is what we're always remembering, and always forgetting.


Take baptism, for example.


We say, "We'll get the baby baptized;"  or, if we're  Baptist or Disciples of Christ, we say, "We'll wait 'til we're old enough to know what we're doing;" --- in either case, making  it seem to be OUR act, OUR choice.  


Classic Christian teaching, however, puts the emphasis on God, not us.   Baptism is God's act.   It demonstrates God's love to us in a real, physical way.   It links us with Jesus, literally submerging us into Christ's death and bringing us back into the new and resurrected life Jesus shares with his church.


That's high drama; and the most ordinary day is shot through with kingdom life from then on.


And, because Christ risen is a BODY of believers, a fellowship, getting baptized does something to the rest of the group, as well as tying us to everybody when we're the one being baptized.   I'm different because we're in this no longer individually, but family-wise.   That means no matter how dull or typical my day may seem, it's hopping somewhere, because somebody's suffering, or soaring, or celebrating, all the time.


We'll get into this more during Advent,  but just for a minute, look at how Jesus deflects concerns about end-times.   Whatever happens, whoever claims to be the Messiah, remember:  It's birth-pangs;  not doom, not chaos, but new life is up ahead;  or more properly, it's hidden within current circumstances.


We need a symbol to remind us of this.   Baptism is a good one.   So is Holy Communion.


Simple, familiar, ordinary --- yet speaking of eternal power and truth, each time we share in them.


Ordinary time....in Jesus Christ.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
