Sermon preached @ Bethesda UMC Baltimore 25 October 2009

Twenty-first Sunday after Pentecost

"Affirmation"


You all pay me to worry.


You know that, don't you?


Some time ago I requested a concentrated prayer push, focused on the mission of this church.  


 "Tell us what we should be doing, Lord.  You've kept us afloat;  now charge us up.  Give us the wit and courage to be the best Bethesda we can be."


So, while you pray, I worry.


Or, more accurately, as I worry, I pray.


Lo and behold, as always happens, my prayer's been answered.


At least, as far as my insight into things can be trusted, I know what we should be doing.   You all will have to edit and enlighten my vision, in the "holy conferencing" John Wesley expected the early Methodist "bands," or local associations, to carry on.   One person may get a bright idea, but the wisdom of the body, the intimate, bravely loving fellowship, must be constantly referred to.   This is not a "lie down and let the preacher lead" kind of operation.   This is "group think," in the highest, holiest sense.


I know what we should do.


We should affirm each other.


How that works out, I don't know.   Whether we send each of us home with a balloon, or divide up and call one another periodically to encourage and check up, or bake cakes, or just sit silently and listen when asked; or all agree to go down to City Hall and pray for peace or an end to local violence once or twice a year, maybe with other congregations; or throw a community dinner to raise money for Red Bird missions in Kentucky, or divide into prayer partners so everyone has someone to call, and be called by;   or maybe we just keep on doing what we are already...


The point, the vision, is:  In this chaotic world, with so much bothering each of us, a little group loving each other even just a little, even just once a week for an hour, makes a difference, is in its own right a miracle, a sacramental sign of God on earth, Emmanuel, with us, among us, here and now.


Medical problems, money problems, marriage problems, peace problems --- the electricity of love can shoot through them all and change things.


Go down the line of today's scriptures and see this theme:


Job and God end up affirming each other.   Neither eats humble pie or lords it over the other.   They cooperate.  They affirm the separate tracks they run on.


At least, that's one interpretation of a book that has been a goad and a puzzle since it appeared half a millenium or so before Jesus.


The Psalm stands on solid ground after a multitude of troubles.  How often we can use it to describe some current condition of our soul and circumstance:   "Many are the afflictions of the righteous, but the Lord rescues them from them all."   I could use that forty times some days, as I take a deep breath and move on, affirming God and letting God affirm me by giving me such a word in the Word.


Hebrews requires some edging.   Saying "Jesus is the best" is OK for a tiny, struggling church homesick for Judaism and under persecution by Rome and synagogue alike.  For us, it borders on bombast:  Nobody but Jesus folks get into heaven, there's no traction with any other faith.   That, this day and time, is perverse.


However, if we let Hebrews remind us of the truth and integrity of our way, of God's availability to us, and the genuineness of our witness, then affirmation takes hold, and God can be happy to get through to Jesus people, and we can be grateful and gutsy with our gifts and callings.


Most of all, the blind beggar brings home our theme.  


 Notice, this is not like the early healing story chapters back, done in a corner, with Jesus almost hesitant and insisting no one be told.
This is late in the game, late in the Book of Mark, and both Bartimaeus and Jesus proclaim and insist quite openly.    


"Many sternly ordered him to be quiet, but he cried out even more loudly."


Surely a fundamental part of belonging to Bethesda is insisting to ourselves, to one another, and to God Almighty through the liturgy, that we are both needy and worthy of God's healing;  and at the same time, being disciples, bearing in our very bodies the grace of God's baptismal energy, we insist we have love to give, our handshake matters, our attendance encourages, our part of the collection carries power forward  into service beyond our doors.


"My teacher, let me see again."   Jesus walked him through, made him specify what he wanted and needed...and he, Bartimaeus, did so.


Even so, we get more and more precise in our honest evaluations of ourselves in a genuinely warm environment.


"Jesus said to him, 'Go.   You faith has made you well.'"


Again and again, scripture insists we have the resources to achieve what we truly want and need. 

          Life is not cruel in that sense, but generous.


The world needs to see what we see in our faith walk.


Affirming one another, we have much to share.


"Immediately he regained his sight and followed him on the way."


Affirmation ---through Jesus Christ.    


Amen.



Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
