Sermon preached @ Bethesda UMC 18 October 2009

20th Sunday after Pentecost/Laity Sunday

"Getting organized"


When I asked what folks wanted to do about Laity Sunday, the consensus seemed to be that everybody was too busy with church to celebrate doing things for church!


Seriously, one of the chief joys of being retired is watching people work.


This speech doesn't seem to be turning out the way I intended!


I do think Bethesda is pretty good at the essentials:  Loving, praying, showing up, and paying do go on here, in spite of the preacher!


Let's look at the lessons and see how they relate to Laity Sunday.


Job, at last, hears from God;  and you can take what God says either as a "put-down," or as a sincere request for information.


The put-down is obvious:   "Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth?"   God inquires.


Not so clear, but possible, is that God is doing exactly what Job asked for:   Talking to him, on a personal level.   This great, divine figure, God, wants to know how to relate to a little, Tom Thumb, will-o'-the-wisp called a human.


That's a good Laity Sunday question.   How are we going to run this show, use these contacts, to demonstrate love of God and neighbor?


The psalm, as usual, is mostly echo.   "Yeah.   God really is great!   Man, if you aren't impressed, you just can't see straight.  Real great!"  "O Lord, how manifold are your works!....Praise the Lord!"


The reading from Hebrews is, today, concentrated on the preacher --- Jesus --- but really, the preacher is one of us.   Otherwise he wouldn't understand.   "Although he was a Son, he learned obedience through what he suffered..."   I'm stretching the simile here, but church does shape itself around the idea that we learn by example.    We're always tempted to sit back and watch someone else lead a Christian life.   That's part of "original sin," or "fallen" human nature;, and outsiders are right to criticize us Christians for laying everything on the preacher, bishop, president of the meeting, etc.


That brings us to the Gospel.
Three times now, Mark has had Jesus tell the disciples he'll soon suffer and die.   Each time, the disciples drive right by, and land someplace besides the truth.


This time, today's reading, shows a most typical pattern.   James and John, two of the "inner circle" --- ones Jesus took into healing rooms and visionary moments on mountaintops --- say essentially, "Master, since you've pointed us out, since you evidently  think we've special ability, arrange things where we can operate after you're  gone:  Designate, appoint, choose..."


For ever and ever, being human includes wanting to get organized.


Beat back whatever it is that links me with the animals, or gives me 20/20 hindsight (guilt, regret, in others), or puts the best things on the other side of the lake, so that I have to swim to reach them, and I'm not a good swimmer;  I don't run marathons;  I haven't the education, or the standing, or the temperament, to lead under your direction."


Laity ---- we all --- want to get organized.


Remember when Rebekah Barzak told us, "This church is dead!" when we were trying to decide whether to spend $17,000 to repair the north wall of the education building?


I can't give her all the credit, but somehow the Holy Spirit used her, and here we are, six or seven years later, and our ranks may be thin, but we're not dead!


We're ALWAYS lucky when the preacher and the people like each other.   Every Christian has a "niche" ----    I'm speaking truisms now ---   If we're walking the walk, each of us has a job, all of us together contribute to a good attitude;   but nobody has the master plan.


It's right to organize.


"Strategic planning" has its place; ... .  but the Gospel is something we see "through a glass darkly."



It has everything to do with the Peace Corps, and nothing to do with the atomic bomb.   It's the poor now, and the President later.


Most of all, it's surprise.   "Lord, when saw we thee an hungered and fed thee?"


New people, every time we get together and go out again, fed, to do some feeding ourselves.   Astonished:   "I thought I was supposed to do this."   --- "It's just what Mama did..."  "Isn't that what everybody does, really?"


"For the Son of Man came not to be served, but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many"


Getting  organized...through Jesus Christ.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor 

