Sermon preached @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore 5 September 2010

Fifteenth Sunday after Pentecost/Labor Day Sunday

"Clueless"


I begin with a personal up-date on apportionments.


Taking my own advice, I calculated Bethesda has about 100 members, and out of that, perhaps 30 giving units.


There are about 16 Sundays left in the calendar year; and I guessed we still owe about $16,000.    That's $1,000 per Sunday.   Dividing 30 giving units into $1,000,  I came up with approximately $33 each a Sunday.  So, starting today, I'm adding $35 to my weekly donation.


If my figures are off, people more knowledgeable can correct me --- but at least we've made a start, and others can match me as you feel called --- and let's see what can happen.


Now, turning to the texts, the main point I get from the Jeremiah reading is that we're clueless about our destiny.   God can do anything God likes, and does.   Rubbing Jeremiah's nose in that fact is the whole drift of the passage --- along, of course, with the very, very uplifting promise that God can CHANGE when WE change...   "Thus says the Lord    Look, I am a potter shaping evil against you and devising a plan against you.   Turn now, all of you, from your evil way, and amend your ways and your doings."


That's blunt enough, and plain enough.


And the Psalm bores in on the same idea:   "O Lord, you have searched me and known me."


We are clueless.   God is the boss.   That's the "A" and "Z" of religion.


And if that weren't plain enough, Jesus floorboards it and says, "Hate your father and mother and even life itself and follow me."


One can see the early church straining at its language here, almost to the breaking-point.    Jesus is talking like the God of the Old Testament:   "Thou shalt have no other gods before me."


If we remember Luke was written after 30 or 40 years of struggle to stay Jewish;   after divided families, and miracles, and missionary travels, and all sorts of personal devotional experience, praying in the name of Jesus --- one gets some idea of the force of this passage.   "We're off on our own journey;"   It's as real as Abraham's obedience to Jahweh, leaving home and kin because of a call to follow, going where he knew not, only trusting the integrity of his relationship to Jahweh ---


And here we are, asking each other to do the same thing;   comparing notes:   "How'd it go this week, with you and the Lord?"   or, as John Wesley told his class leaders to ask at weekly meeting:   "How is it with thy soul today?"


I mean, honestly, you'd think we'd all live together and devote ourselves to Christian fellowship 24 hours a day, with  this kind of attitude;  and, some do, just as our correspondence with missionaries teaches us that some folks work specifically through the church in their pilgrim journey, their commitment to God through Jesus Christ.


But most of us fan out in another formation, coming here weekly for food and encouragement, and going out to be, as Jesus says elsewhere, "salt of the earth," throughout society, and across societies and all kinds of human divides.


But we really haven't a clue where we're headed, or even where we've been.   It's all a blur.    Following Jesus is an intention, not a completed story.


Even when "the roll is called up yonder" and we gather to sum up a life, we end by leaving it all to God --- and by now, after 20 centuries of experience, and rubbing shoulders with other religions, we even allow the departed freedom to grow beyond the grave, and include them in our prayers as companions along the way --- "The Church Triumphant," we call them, along with "The Church Militant," which we belong to , here below.


This is why I'm so hot to get these apportionments paid.   I could be wrong, but I believe it's time for Bethesda to flex its muscles and have the satisfaction of accomplishing something specific, and even hard, together.


Do this, and we haven't a clue what's next.   All we know from Scripture is that you do a good job, and you get rewarded...with another job! 


That's the meaning of life, through Jesus Christ.


As a postscript, I close with the final words of the Epistle for today, Paul's Letter to Philemon:  "Confident of your obedience, I am writing to you, knowing that you will do even more than I say."


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
