Sermon preached 9 October 2011 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Seventeenth Sunday after Pentecost

“Divine  diplomacy”


We all have our ideas about prayer.


I’ve tried to make it plain to you all over the years that mine aren’t consistent.   Other pastors have other experiences.   Mine show someone never too sure about religion.


Sometimes I talk to God.   Other times I talk to myself.


Which has the greater influence, only the Lord knows.


Indeed, maybe when I talk to myself it’s really more God than when I consciously pray.


“The Lord said to Moses, ‘I have seen this people, how stiff-necked they are.   Now let me alone, so that my wrath may burn hot against them and I may consume them, and of you I will make a great nation.”


And then Moses talks God out of it.   He shames God:   “Why should the Egyptians say, ‘It was with evil intent that he brought them out to kill them in the mountains and consume them from the face of the earth?’”   He reminds God of God’s promise:   “Remember Abraham,  Isaac,  and Israel, your servants, how you swore to them by your own self, saying to them, ‘I will multiply your descendants like the stars of heaven….’    And the Lord changed his mind about the disaster that he planned to bring on his people.”


In some incredible way, the forces of the universe respond to human effort.


Turn it around the other way, and you can say, “In some incredible way, our best effort echoes the movement of the spheres, so that we become in tune with the greater rhythms and harmonies.”


I have had Muslims and Hindus speak as fervently about the power of prayer as Christians and Jews.


At the same time, I have known atheists and agnostics whom I would trust with my life, and marched for justice alongside unbelievers, and accepted love from people who never come close to church.


Maybe that’s what Matthew’s parable of the wedding feast means.   Not only do the first-invited guests lose out.   That’s telling enough.   As the spiritual says, “Everybody talk about heaven ain’t a-goin’ to heaven.”


But even more follows, as all kinds of new guests are brought in.    Here we see the expulsive power of a new religion, bounding over all ideas of chosenness, to land squarely on the simple act of believer’s choice, by which the increasingly Gentile church was coming to define itself in the closing decades of the first century A.D.


Matthew, though, is not a gentle teacher.   His wedding banquet parable sounds perilously close to what God wanted to do in the first reading for today, with Moses on the mountain,  and  the golden calf down in the valley.   As I’ve suggested before, Matthew is teaching frightened Christians to stick with their faith.   His tough, master-sergeant personality has represented, through the ages, what we sometimes most need:   An inner voice shouting down all backward glances and nostalgia for good ol’ vanished days.


Even more pointed is the vignette about the poor fellow without a wedding garment.   “Just being baptized doesn’t cut it,” Matthew tells the young church.   “By your fruits ye shall know them.”   Dress for the Lamb’s feast.   Live like Kingdom people.


All this plays on the majestic mystery of our faith.   What parent doesn’t know the dream, and sometimes the joy, of seeing a child follow through on what she’s been taught at the parent’s best moments?


How do we take credit for believing, or doing well?


Isn’t it more of a joint enterprise, where what we do and what God does weave in and out beyond any rational explanation?


Isn’t God that sneaky”

As for Moses, doesn’t every one of us have more influence than we know?   Whether it’s with my neighbor or with God, with my vote or with my child, with just BEING, or with doing something, we are all involved in divine diplomacy, through Jesus Christ. 
        Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
