Sermon preached 30 October 2011 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Twentieth Sunday after Pentecost/Reformation Sunday

“Humility”


The first thing I have to do today is to eat humble pie, because I called last Sunday Reformation Sunday.


The topic fit in real well, I thought, with the assigned texts for the day …and nobody called me on it.


Whatever good fruit my sermon bore wasn’t spoiled by my “clergical error” --- at least, I hope not;   but you all have long ago learned ways to glean wheat from the preacher’s chaff, so perhaps this was nothing new.


Anyway, today IS Reformation Sunday, and the Gospel text in particular is relevant to the topic.   “Always being reformed” is the motto the whole church gained from Martin Luther;   and that’s what I gather is Jesus’ criticism of the Pharisees --- the outstanding religious leaders of his day, with whom he had so much in common, and who, therefore, figured so prominently in his final days of teaching, which we’ve been exploring in these last few Sundays, using the closing chapters of Matthew’s Gospel as our guide.


His words are poignant,  almost expressing a wish things were not as they were:   “The scribes and the Pharisees sit on Moses’ seat;   therefore, do whatever they teach you and follow it;   but do not do as they do, for they do not practice what they teach.”

They have the power, in other words.   They have the authority.   It doesn’t do any good to put them down, or to ignore them, or even to try to change them.


Just don’t do as they do.


This is in-house language.   This is Jesus teaching his disciples ---- which means, since all the New Testament was written after Jesus’ lifetime, that this is church talking to church.


This is us, in sum.


This is why we have prayers of confession when we do the full communion liturgy.   Even when we shorten it to the Prayer of Institution,  establishing what is being offered, we remind one another that it was on the night that he was betrayed that our Good News was begun and shared;   that out of our human failure, God made resurrection.


Walk down the list of facts we face every time we worship:


We preach peace…and sell guns.


We preach equal opportunity…and rank one another by money.


We  try hard… and yet, the greatest lessons we learn often come from our mistakes.


Surely the best gift we have is the second chance;   and all the rules of our religion are there, not to condemn us, but to give us guidance as we grow.


I speak in generalities;   but if I’m any good at preaching, you get the point:   In the middle of the night, when nobody is there but you and your conscience, the healing word is always, “Take up thy bed and walk.”   You can do better.


The Spirit CAN turn us around.    There IS much positive to be done in our corner.   The privilege is always to grow, and not to judge;   to lift, and not to sink;   to do whatever it takes to honor this great God of ours for making us who we are, not to stay as we are, but to get better, more loving, more true to our ideals, better at accepting other people --- not to be like them, but to be like the One we call Lord, who surely taught us humility, in the bravest, deepest sense ..Jesus Christ, our Lord.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor   

