Sermon preached 11 September 2011 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Thirteenth Sunday after Pentecost

“We pass this way but once”


I got so many comments when I googled my sermon title, that I finally gave up looking for its original source.


What I wanted to do was to have us play with the importance of what we call “9/11” on this tenth anniversary of September 11, 2001.


It matters, and it doesn’t.


Like the Hebrew story of the rescue of the children of Israel through the Red Sea, 9/11 has become a cautionary tale that can be used for good or ill.


God loved the Hebrew children…but how often have we interpreted that to mean God loves us more than our opponents of the moment!


God grieves over those lost in the Twin Towers…but does that lessen the hundreds of thousands…no, the millions… who have died in wars and totalitarian politics in other nations during the lifetime of some of us?


We are vulnerable…but between nuclear weapons and tsunamis, and starvation and AIDS, who’s ranking sorrow anyway?


Trying to get a handle on fair play rules, St. Peter asks Jesus if he should forgive a church member seven times.


Jesus .. granted he used hyperbole, as he, and indeed every semitic teacher, tended to … said, “Multiply that by itself;”   or, as Matthew puts it, “Seventy-seven times.”


It really doesn’t matter what’s been done to me.   I’m supposed to forgive.


Have we even begun to believe that?


It seems to me we grow by inches and baby-steps on the important matters.


The “catch” is --- the crucial thing is --- that’s all we really ever get to do.


Either we learn, or we repeat the same old mistakes.


That’s what I understand salvation to be:   A single step ahead of where we were, over and over and over.


God is good at wearing us down to the basics;   and where it comes to 9/11 and our national soul, I wonder……..


I see signs of hope:   Muslim-Christian dialogue, some national shame and regret at Iraq and now Afghanistan;   but we don’t feel politically heard as a society, and in a down economy it’s still easier to make guns than butter…..but that would be to pass this way without learning, without improving, without giving all that hope that rides just below the surface of this great nation, and that certainly lives inside our religious institutions, the chance to bear good fruit.


We will die unless we dream more!


This is a powerful moment;   and, as in the case of the church itself, with its declining membership across all the mainline denominations, there is nothing for it, as I see it, but heavy, hearty, serious, waiting, listening, beseeching reflection, discussion and study, on the part of our society …… and of course, for us believers, prayer.

Much more than a national day of prayer, or prayer week;  and certainly much more than any special program, what I mean is an attitude.


In a few weeks we will finish our year using, principally, the Gospel of Matthew in our Sunday lessons.   We will go to Mark;   and Mark is the Gospel of darkness, waiting, wondering, holding onto hope when the lights are low and the power is even out.


It couldn’t be more appropriate.   Mark fits our national mood;  and the good news of Jesus Christ that Mark presents, is no-nonsense guidance for tough times.


So let us anticipate the beginning of a new decade, with courage, honesty, and willingness to learn from past troubles and even past mistakes.


Let us pray for more than a “war on terror.”   God help us get moving, in small and solid ways, into the salvation of every day, a little ahead because we leaned a little more on the One who insisted there is really only one way to handle offenses:   to forgive, and forgive, and forgive, and grow used to it…through Jesus Christ.   Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
