Sermon preached @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore 12 September 2010

Sixteenth Sunday after Pentecost

"What made Luke a Christian?"


What made Luke a Christian?


Of course, the answer has to be pure speculation.


"Luke" may be a committee.   Certainly all four Gospels came from individual "schools," or communities, of early believers, and all four --- as well as numerous others who didn't make the cut into the canon, or final collection, we call the New Testament --- all were written at least thirty or forty years after the events they describe.


But each of the four Gospels has a distinct character;  and one thing about Luke is the emphasis on forgiveness, along with special concern for people in trouble, and people at the low end of the social ladder.


So, I'm speculating Luke had intimate experience with forgiveness among Jesus people.  I speculate it changed Luke's life, to be rescued, or see somebody else rescued, by the love and care of some church.


What is it about forgiveness?   Why do we make such a point of it in Christianity?


We know one of the things people hold against church people is our LACK of forgiveness.


We  know the church has made forgiveness a church matter, and said you can't get to heaven without a church blessing.   We know billions of people can't understand talk about Jesus' dying to save the world.    It all seems like an attempt to humiliate folks and make them need what we special people have to offer.


As for Jesus' hob-nobbing with immoral people, I'm reminded of the book I just finished, "Instructions to the Cook," by a Buddhist American Zen master who runs a rehab project in New York City that gets homeless people into their own apartments and jobs.   When he suggested to them, their first Thanksgiving, that they should invite the street people they used to live among, to a Thanksgiving feast, the reaction was, "No way!   Those folks are druggies and losers.   We don't want them around here."   At first the Zen master was disappointed --- and then he realized: For them, this was a sign of health.


Forgiveness is disruptive.   Parents of teen-agers warn against the wrong kind of crowd.  The Pharisees have a point.


Another thing about forgiveness is that it's not just personal.


Luke makes it sound so in today's lesson, with the single silver coin, and the single lost sheep.   Maybe that's because forgiveness by kind Christians lay at the root of Luke's conversion, or the founding of Luke's congregation.   But we aren't just reading Jesus today.   Jeremiah talks about a hot wind and black heavens and a mourning earth, and says God has grown so exasperated with this special people called Israel, that waste, and void, and darkness --- the turning back of the creation described in Genesis ---- simply cannot be stopped.


Anybody serious knows this may be twenty-five-hundred-year-old, prescientific talk, but not far from what lies ahead for our time, unless people stop being stupid --- I'm quoting Scripture here;   that you can talk all you want about a loving God, but nuclear holocaust and global warming aren't pipe-dreams, but present possibilities.   Forgiveness out of those circumstances is going to be akin to what the Germans in Dresden after the fire-bombing there, and the Japanese in Tokyo and Hiroshima and Nagasaki, experienced --- too painful for us, so far, to take any responsibility for, as Americans, God forgive us.


I can't put my finger on it.   There's something about forgiveness that I just can't let go of, as a Christian concept.   Speaking personally, I know that NOT forgiving takes up 'way too much room in my brain and heart.   I HAVE to forgive, to get any peace.   And if somebody doesn't forgive me, it takes a long time and a lot of work for me to get over that --- but I can, and have.


Speaking theologically, I have learned, in church, to put all my hope in a forgiving process I call God.


Nothing else works.


What do you think?


In Jesus' name,


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
