Sermon preached 24 October 2010 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Twenty-third Sunday after Pentecost

"Character"


What in the world are we going to do with the parable of the Pharisee and the Publican?


I suppose it helps to start with the first reading, from the Old Testament, from Joel.

After joining the chorus of Hebrew prophets who insisted that the Jews were to blame for their defeats in battle, and it was their fault that huge neighboring empires had overrun them, destroyed their temple, and sent their king and nobles into exile --- after explaining tragedy as caused by guilt --- in today's reading, Joel turns 180 degrees and says God will give it all back, forgive them for their idol-worship, teach them how to be just and fair to the poor among them.


At the bottom, in other words, there is mercy.


So, two men go up to the temple to pray.   Luke starts this snapshot of Jesus by telling us straight out what it means.


"He told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous and regarded others with contempt."


They say the one time Mother Teresa would show some bitterness and resentment was when she was driven through prosperous neighborhoods.   "I could fill these houses with the needy," she would say.


Jesus, it seems from Luke, had a hard time with pomposity.


But we don't get the full impact of this story if we think of the Pharisee as stuck-up.   That's the story-teller in Jesus, or in Luke, whoever --- in the early Christian community, in other words --- wanting to make the point so obvious no one would miss it.


The Pharisee is us --- good people, trying hard, developing character, and thanking God in the process.


Even there --- around this table --- in this fellowship of believers, where Jesus, risen from the dead, comes and stands among us --- where the Holy Spirit opens our hearts and teaches us to bring little children to the front and to love them into character, so that they may prosper from all that happens to them, turning disappointment into  wisdom, and hard knocks into courage --- right here,  the parable has its full meaning.


It is God's character we celebrate in church.   We will have occasion to love when our loved one doesn't deserve it.   We will need loving when we ourselves have fallen away.


I just this week listened to a man describing how he had finally been able to tell his 39-year-old son, who has never gotten himself together, "I am not able to keep you from falling."


Choices are hard, and we enable broken, self-defeating behavior, and only face our part in the problem 'way down the line.


That's not the secret, however.


The wonder, and beauty, and joy, and hope we gather to express is the centerpiece.


We find it in Jesus.   Other people find it outside our circle, in different ways.


Whoever finds it, is our sister and brother.


Whoever works to make this "eucharistia" --- this thanksgiving for more than we deserve --- is our partner.


We pray that all who are baptized into our midst will grow in this viewpoint.   We pledge to do everything we can to support such behavior, such growth, such faith, in one another.   We ask each other to help us, and promise to seek help from each other, as life unfolds among us.   "for all who exalt themselves will be humbled, but all who humble themselves will be exalted," through Jesus Christ.


Amen.

 
Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
