Sermon preached 3 October 2010 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

19th Sunday after Pentecost/World Communion Sunday

"Orders"


Full-blown mourning is today's first reading.


Lamentations, a collection of poems about Jerusalem's overthrow and destruction, stands out like the Song of Songs in the larger biblical narrative.   Where that book of poetry elevates human love sublimely, Lamentations lifts grief to the pinnacle of human experience.


"How lonely sits the city that once was full of people!   How like a widow she has become, she that was great among the nations!"


Anyone who has lived in and loved Baltimore for an extended time can identify.   Neighborhoods and houses, parks and stores, schools and streets, that functioned well and humanely. gape and rot before our very eyes, and loss seems more important than new life, either in rebuilt sections, or in the suburbs to which all those hard-working, decently-behaved earlier residents and their descendants have fled.


Try as we might, we just cannot believe any good can come of this mayhem and decay.   I remember as a young urban homesteader being told by an older realtor, "I've never seen a neighborhood turn itself around."


That's the flavor of Lamentations.   In the larger scheme of things, we're asked to see this biblical book as therapeutic:   The Bible modeling for us the worst that can happen, so God's Word can give us God's love, showing us other humans who have rebelled and despaired, and pushing even the most positive-thinking of us to the point of dropping our judgmental attitude and saying, "I can understand why people commit suicide."


It's hard to see the Psalm for today sympathetically.   "Happy shall they be who take your little ones and dash them against the rock!"   The best explanations I've had are from a nun, who pointed out that this wasn't the religious community murdering, but begging God to murder --- a difference of degree, but quite a difference, for all that;   and then my friend Margrit's reporting, on some Sunday when some terrible crime was in the international news, that she heard a pastor read out in full that day's assigned Psalm, which was, like this verse, one of what we call the "imprecatory psalms" --- and hearing him say, "It actually feels good and healing to hear God's Word speaking this way today."


On this Sunday, when we lift up the broad range of diners at the Lord's table, on World Communion Sunday, it is right and proper to acknowledge not everybody is going away well-fed and comforted.   Some are barely here, hanging by a thread of belief.   Some are already past all hope, either in their personal misery, or in their surroundings, war-torn or abuse-ridden, sick themselves, or watching their neighbor or child sink into starvation.    How much of their pain could be prevented, we'll never know --- but the reminder there IS pain we can do something about, is the constant refrain of true worship.   God's Word comes in the bread and cup shared, as well as in the scripture read and spoken.


Mercy is endlessly inviting, as the elements are offered and exchanged among the faithful.


"The apostles said to the Lord, 'Increase our faith!'   The Lord replied, 'If you had faith the size of a mustard seed, you could say to this mulberry tree, "Be uprooted and planted in the sea," and it would obey you.'"   Our Lord never relents:   The Heavenly Father is THAT close.   The capacity to believe is that natural.   There is never a moment when the RIGHT way is impossible.   It may be hard, as he goes on to illustrate b the picture of the servant who not only works in the fields or folds a full day, but comes home and feeds his master first before eating and drinking himself.    Faith is ALWAYS an effort, not because of some Puritanical character in the order of things, but because PARTICIPATION is the essence of being alive.   As a friend put it last week, "As long as we're dragging around this bag of bones, we're going to be learning."


We are, quite simply, under orders.   Our purpose is to join the human race.   Love, charity, helpfulness, is our normal behavior. 


  It never ends.  Loving ourselves as God's beautiful creations, and loving our neighbor as ourself, all flow into loving the environment, and back to, up to, into, the Creator --- whom we see, and serve, through Jesus Christ, our risen Lord.

Amen.

 Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
