Sermon preached @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore 14 November 2010

Twenty-fifth Sunday after Pentecost

"The best of times, the worst of times"


This is the time of year when the church offers us resources for dealing with the end:   of the world, of our own life, of our nation --- everything.


Because the Bible was written over enough time, it gives us scenes from periods that were ending, and people's reactions to such trauma.


Thus we have a faith that encompasses such moments.


It is not that we have everything clear.   It is, however, possible to gain wisdom and courage from these past hard eras, and complete surprises and turn-arounds.


That's particularly valuable in occasions such as the present, when the sky isn't falling, but enough is coming apart to make us vulnerable to people who enjoy tearing folks down and jerking large groups around this way and that.


From the sound of public discussion, for instance, one might think nothing will get done in the halls of government for the next two years --- gridlock will reign.


Worse than that, we have demagogues --- there's no other word for it --- who want us to believe cooperation on any large scale is unnatural.   Society is meant to be totally competitive, dog-eat-dog.


Everywhere I turn politically, I hear, "We've got to fight;"   and that, I submit, is pretty dreary, destructive thinking;   and the Gospel we rejoice in isn't being heard by many, many people.


"It was the best of times, it was the worst of times," Charles Dickens began his classic novel of the French Revolution,  A Tale of Two Cities.


The early church, faced with exclusion from the synagogue, and seeing the destruction of the great Jerusalem temple by Rome, heard Jesus predicting the end of time.   It didn't matter that Jesus died 30 years before the temple fell.   The Jews excluded the Christians, and now the Jews were defeated; so, of course,  Jesus predicted the temple's destruction.


It's certainly true that, for 2 or 3 centuries before Jesus, the Jews had been wrestling with one defeat after another, and their religious imagination had been working overtime on end-of-time issues.   It's quite likely Jesus and the apostles tapped into this tradition and used this imagery to describe what belief in a loving God would face.   We only have to go as far back as our own Spirituals to connect with a mind-set under grave duress, and see how it works, for the life of faith, and the group support that is so fundamental to Christianity.


Indeed, last week, at Charge Conference, we heard from our Guide, Rev. Rod Miller, along this very line.   Little congregations are doing great things;  and some of them are also closing up --- and we, Bethesda, he told us, are among the more stable ones.  I found that encouraging.


The Scripture from today's readings that stood out, for me, after hearing Rod's affirmation of me, and  of you all, was the reading from 2 Thessalonians.   Paul says everyone should make himself or herself useful.   "Work for the Night Is Coming," the old Gospel song says.   "Brothers and sisters, do not be weary in doing what is right."


Along with everything else we do as church, I suggest we add 3 or 4 speaker-luncheon events in the coming year, increasing our role as a teaching fellowship.


As examples: I have a friend who's
active in the end-of-life issues that sometimes go by the name of "assisted suicide."   I know another man, a Jew, who devotes his life to defeating the idea of a Jewish state in Israel.   Then there's the whole idea of where the Scriptures came from.   I recently watched a set of DVD's by Bishop Spong, on how we got our Bible from the synagogue, how every set of images in the New Testament harks back to the Old.


If we get a reputation for interesting, even controversial, speakers, and we keep up our friendly, caring attitude, and our tradition of tasty, nourishing food, we may surprise ourselves with the interest we stir up.


All this is to say, the end of time, in Jesus Christ, is the beginning of time.   The worst of times is also the prelude to new developments.   As I heard a man say down at University Baptist Church in their Wednesday evening Bible study recently, "A set-back is often a set-up for something better."


Let us be among those who lead in behaving positively in these puzzling times.   Let us, individually and together, stand for civility of discourse, respect in difference, and hopeful, loving, working cooperation, from one end of our day to the other.


In Jesus' name we say...Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor

