Sermon preached 19 September 2010 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Seventeenth Sunday after Pentecost

"A mature community"


Why does the lectionary spend so much time in Jeremiah?


We'll never know.

          Like a lot of things about church, we just deal with it, accept it, make the best of it.


There is, after all, much sadness in the world;  and a book so thoroughly bound up in grief, a prophet so self-exposing in his horror and agony, has therapeutic value, as well as reminding us there's always somebody in misery, no matter when we worship.


In particular, today's passage has phrases that have become part of our Christian psyche, memory-verses that give structure to our anxiety attacks and days of national mourning.   "The harvest now is over, the summer days are past, and yet no power cometh to help us," is a magnificent melody line from Mendelssohn's oratorio, Elijah.     "Is there no balm in Gilead?" opens us to the beautiful spiritual I used to rock my sons to sleep with,  "There Is a Balm in Gilead."   


But this Sunday, for once, it is the epistle, or letter, of the early church, that appeals most to me.   Written in the second or third generation after Jesus, it is one of what are called the "pastorals," or documents concerned with the nuts and bolts of running an organization.   Now that it had become obvious that the world wasn't ending tomorrow like Peter and Paul and maybe Jesus himself had expected, it became important how  you run things:   Who can be bishop, what to do with trouble-makers, what about food, and sex, and meeting-times, and liturgy --- all the things that make us feel comfortable, and cause most of our arguments.


What's thrilling about today's passage is that it says God loves everybody, and we should pray for everybody, and pay special attention to those in authority, because God not only put them there, but made them dependent on our support to maintain a decent society.


I could motor along quite awhile in that religion.   All the troubles we bring in here, all the thrills life produces, and the great variety of religious experience, are handled pretty well with this attitude.  

 We need one another. 

"No one is an island;"  yet,  living in community is not just therapeutic.   It's revolutionary.  

 The big leap of faith, for me, is not the physical resurrection, but the actual fact that  living right,  in a group,  is not only possible, but our lever lifting the world. 

  Get it right here, and the stars sing together. 

  Shine my little light, and all I need to know of heaven rises out of the ocean during my watch.


Mature community, in other words, makes God real.   It's God's miracle, and we have a part in it.

  Gathered 'round God's table, we make as complete a circle as this life can see:   The food of fellowship lifting us up to new life for the week ahead.


It's almost too good to believe, too easy. 

Jeremiah is still in our midst;  and now, Jesus  tells the story of a crook, and asks us to be shrewd, and not naive. 


If I'm going to find something useful in this Gospel passage, I'm going to have to suspend judgment and look for a joke.


What if I told you that the only way God can get us into heaven is to fudge accounts?


What if this good fellowship I've been describing is completely out of character for rakes such as you and me?


What if "Laugh Out Loud" is the only rational reaction a sober person could have, seeing us here this morning?


I'm just nuts enough to see it this way.


The only kind of success is crooked. 

 God is a thief, altering the books constantly. 
          Out of Jeremiah's great grief came a faith that carries Israel to this day, through individual suffering, through national disaster, and even, God willing, through the mockery of justice in modern Israel's dealings with the Palestinians.


Let us worship the God who brings life out of death. 

         Let us believe in the beauty God has hidden within each of us. 

         Let us preach universal love. 

        Let us learn from one another, as we serve, simply by being sisters and brothers to each other...through Jesus Christ. 
       Amen.
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