Sermon preached 18 September 2011 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Fourteenth Sunday after Pentecost

“Face to face”


The man who preached in my place the Sunday I went to Texas last October, Alexander Shaia, has written a book I’ve found helpful.


In it he suggests that each of the four Gospels , Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, was written in a specific time and place to solve a specific problem.


Matthew, which we’ve been reading all year, came a few years after Rome had destroyed the Jerusalem temple and devastated the Jewish community.


Jewish religion was changed.  With the temple gone, the sacrificial system was no more, and how to deal with change was the fundamental question.


For those Jews who followed Jesus Christ, the Gospel of Matthew tells the story of Christian beginnings in this situation.   That means every page of Matthew has something that helps us whenever we face change.


With that purpose in mind:   A worship book to help the young church use its faith in a new time,  a time of great change, let us look at today’s Gospel reading, the story of the laborers in the vineyard, with its principal point:   That life with God brings surprises --- unequal pay, in this case.


Looking at it from Dr. Shaia’s perspective, we can say Matthew wanted his young, mostly Jewish Christians to see the tremendous hopefulness surrounding the story of Jesus and experience of those who accepted membership and prayed in his name.   Late-comers and long-timers were equally blessed, and only those who tried to pull rank suffered and looked silly.



We keep saying that, 2,000 years later.   You and I are equal, if we work on our problems with God.


We may look very different;   but inside, what we’re doing  is what counts;   or, as my sermon title puts it, face to face, we’re always with God, and that’s what matters, that’s the real world, or as Matthew calls it, the kingdom of heaven, reality on God’s terms.


The first lesson for today sheds some additional light on this point.   Here we see the people safe--- and scared.


It’s no longer the Egyptians, the Israelites, and God.   Now it’s just the Israelites and God.


Faced with change, they cry out;   and God sends them food, or manna, or, as the Hebrew imitates, “Ew --- What is it?”


Can I believe these wrinkles, this surgery, these neighbors with their barking dog, this income, are full of God, and God loves me?


Face to face, I complain a lot.   I have to work on myself to think positively.   I know life gets better when I do;   but I have to work at it, every day.   Nobody but me and the facts;    me and God;   me and this new situation, this change I’m confronted with, over and over.


Taken together, these two stories offer us more peace than we’re ready for.


We get daily bread, daily faith --- but just enough --- nothing in storage.


And, what somebody else has, or gets, or looks like, or achieves, is not my affair.


Period.


That’s the word.


Face to face --- through Jesus Christ.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
