Sermon preached @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore 23 October 2011

(Also preached @ Broadmead vespers, same day)

Nineteenth Sunday after Pentecost/Reformation Sunday

“Authority”


A chamber music group I belong to had a little tension between ourselves  recently, the week before a performance.


Finally, one member asked me, as a minister, to keep us in prayer,  that we would all count, and that we would each have peace.


Of course I agreed to.


It struck me that this person was the only Roman Catholic in our group.   The rest of us ranged from agnostic to Unitarian, and from Quaker to United Methodist.   Why was only the Roman Catholic asking a priest/preacher to pray?


My Swiss Lutheran friend Margrit, who goes to Russia annually to work with little house church groups in Bible study, is more discouraged each year at the corruption, and now the  return of the old mistrust of one another so prevalent in Soviet days.   When I spoke to her of my missionary friends from the U.S., recently returned from  two other formerly Communist countries , Latvia and Lithuania, quite optimistic, she said, “Ah, but they have a long tradition, through Sweden, of self-reliance fostered by Protestantism, unlike the Russian Orthodox, clergy-dominated church.”


All this sounds bigoted;   but this is Reformation Sunday, and our texts do speak about authority.


Moses looms in the history of our Christian and Jewish faiths.   “Never since has there arisen a prophet is Israel like Moses…”


The news  these days is full of the questioning of authority.   Why does Wall Street wield such power?


Puzzled as we are, and often as we have been betrayed by mass

popular movements, many of us nevertheless hope for a new surge of commonality, and fairer distribution of wealth and power, since the beginning of this “Arab Spring” year.

Most troubling, to me, is the phenomenon of a President who came in seeking consensus, who now  seems quite willing to use power to pick off first one and then another perceived bad guy, without due process or anything like the long and painfully-developed justice traditions we are so rightfully proud of in our culture.   My vote did not grant Obama the authority to do that, either with bin Laden or, less directly, with Gaddafii, or others we don’t even hear of.


Obviously, then, we need leaders.   Moses clearly stands for that, as does his designated successor, Joshua;   but authority is rightly challenged by every teen-ager, and every conscientious citizen, and certainly by every person of faith.


Reformation Sunday reminds us of that;   and while Protestants have their full share of charlatans to compete with any priestly abuse of authority, nevertheless the concept of continual questioning is basic to healthy religion.


When challenged about his authority, the Jesus described in Matthew’s Gospel lesson for today makes that point emphatically.   The Messiah, the one who speaks for God, is always a surprise, and a bit of a riddle, especially to people in power, and most of all to those in religious positions.


We all can pray, and the energy we stir up is as mysterious for me as for you.   There is absolutely no telling what we’ll get.   We really are not in charge.   Just as Moses could only see the Promised Land from afar, all we have is the privilege of loving “the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.   And a second is like it:  You shall love your neighbor as yourself.   On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.”


That is all the authority we have:   The privilege of doing that…through Jesus Christ.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
