Sermon preached 31 October 2010 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Twenty-third Sunday after Pentecost/Reformation Sunday

"Accumulating"


We don't make much ado about Reformation Day any more --- probably in part because there's so much more tolerance between Protestants and Roman Catholics today, and also because our culture isn't centered around church the way it was, say, when this church was built.   Maybe also because we see the Reformation as just one of many church landmarks.  (For example, the church in developing countries is now growing  much faster than in America or Europe).    Finally, because so many types of Protestants emerged from the Reformation --- ranging from the state church model in England and Scandinavia, to the Baptists and Quakers and, eventually, the Pentecostals, to the Mormons, and so on.   Even beyond that, huge segments of Christianity never experienced the Reformation at all --- all the Eastern and Greek and Russian Orthodox millions had their own split with Rome many centuries earlier --- or, from their point of view, Rome split from them!


Church, in other words, like family, and like the nation,  or a college, or business, or any other human assemblage, is an accumulation  of events, and opinions, of habits, and reactions.   There's no straight line or single idea to hang onto, any more than there is a single voice in Scripture to make it easy for us to decide which way to vote, or whom to marry, or how to behave after we've chosen a particular path, or waked up in a new situation we'd never trained for.


The first reading for today grouses about that pretty heartily.   Habakkuk says God has let all this bad stuff happen.   "O Lord, how long shall I cry for help, and you will not listen?"


Pat of our work together is to lift the level of our complaints  (we're always complaining!)  to a higher plane.   Talk directly to God as a people, instead of blaming one another or, worse yet, shaking our heads over the rest of humanity except us good folks here.


And, part of our work every Sunday is also to read the healing word:   "The righteous live by their faith."


That honest rhythm between pain and uplift is the essence of liturgy --- Liturgy, from the Greek word for work --- our liturgy is the people's work for God --- based on the assumption you don't get something for nothing.   Unless you  participate, the life God offers you --- us --- doesn't materialize.   We may talk about grace, but grace dies on the vine without acceptance, and acceptance is only real when it is grasped, taken, incorporated, like the Eucharist, into our souls and bodies.


We may go out of here more stubborn than we came in.   "I will stand at my watchpost, and station myself on the rampart;   I will keep watch to see what he will say to me, and what he will answer concerning my complaint."    Among the hardest things about being friends is sometimes just letting a neighbor groan to God.   I don't mean be overwhelmed or abused.    I mean just seeing suffering, and on occasion reminding myself or the other person this is beyond personal or even social   ...    this is reality ... this is God, and it's confusing, and it hurts.   Living alone, I talk a lot this way to myself, and eventually, to God.   And, I have to add, our society is falling apart, and God needs our complaints about that, too --- Just WHAT is in the works, Lord?   We're looking.   We're waiting.   "Trouble and anguish have come upon me, but your commandments are my delight."   It's WORK being a believer!   "Your decrees are righteous forever;   give me understanding, that I may live."


This is all true;   but how winsome the Spirit is, as well.


Zacchaeus --- little guy --- working for the hated Romans --- rich --- and the Lord insists on dining at his house.    And you know the outcome:   "Look, half of my possessions I give to the poor;   and if I have defrauded anyone of anything, I will pay back four times as much."


How many of us, deep in our hearts, are more cynical than the Gospel writer?   What does it take to shake us loose, so we, too, like Jesus, can see this kind of transformation going on around us?


Is it a new baby, born into a bickering family, bringing enemies back into civility at the altar?  

        Is it a death, calling into question everything, making charity the only thing worth exercising?

       Is it a suicide, showing us how shameful our neglect of first things with the young has been?


Beauty and horror, loss and gift ... everything speaks of God; and we have Bible stories and Christian friends to remind us that wisdom is what we need... wisdom to see heaven at work;   wisdom to choose wisely;   wisdom to pick ourselves up after mistakes and try again --- accumulating the Good News, one day at a time, until one day, somewhere, all together, it spells glory for us, and for all people, and for the animals, and mountains, and all creatures of our God and King,


 Allelujah! 


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor

