Sermon preached @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore 4 September 2011


Twelfth Sunday after Pentecost/Labor Day Sunday

“Respect”


I remember once, when my wife and I were in counseling together, the counselor asked us what we especially appreciated about one another.


Each of us gave the same answer:    “He accepts me.”   “She accepts me.”


I believe that approaches what Matthew has Jesus say, in today’s Gospel reading.


The methodical procedure Matthew gives for settling differences heads in the same direction.


“If another member of the church sins against you, go and point out the fault when the two of you are alone.   If the member listens to you, you have regained that one.   But if you are not listened to, take one or two others along with you, so that every word may be confirmed by the evidence of two or three witnesses.   If the member refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church;   and if the offender refuses to listen even to the church, let such a one be to you as a Gentile or a tax collector.”


Would it were that simple!


Accepting each other, respecting each other, just makes things more complicated!


Then you begin to discover how different you are!   Then you find out you’re behaving like your own parents, in ways you swore you never would;   and even worse, your friend, or mate, or partner sees you doing that, too, so there’s “no place to hide.”


On this Labor Day week-end, it does us good to recognize what the Labor Movement did, for the Industrial Revolution.   It provided a mechanism for great bodies of people, separated by money, to negotiate, and bargain, and behave themselves in a civilized manner.

Just as the 12-step program offered a way out of the morass of alcohol and drug addiction, so unions hold up a model that goes back to that passage from Matthew, and to that sincere sharing between me and Marcia, I’m calling “Respect.”


Respect doesn’t solve things.   In the passage, we end up uneasy, maybe treating our loved one, our fellow member, “like a Gentile and a tax collector.”


The belief that the Spirit of Christ can exist between people who can only “agree to disagree” is a big stretch.


We’re talking church, now.   Part of the deal we make in baptism is that we’re not Lone Rangers, but groupies.


The effect of our belonging to Christ is to demonstrate what a human being looks like;  and “in Christ,” according to Jesus Christ, alive in the resurrected Body, we have brothers and sisters, not by blood, but by the work of the Spirit, who just doesn’t operate solo,  but is forever pulling rabbits out  of hats in public meetings, using words written and published by generations, teaching songs somebody else sang long before we came along, staying with us in harmonies and rhythms that are part of our DNA.


Respect.


We shake our heads over its lack these days, and I’ll admit, we’re dangerously vulgar and crude as a nation, and sometimes we just paper over the crudities in church;  but isn’t it possible God is onto something we can’t yet see?


It wouldn’t be the first time.


The Jews still remind themselves every Passover how they barely made it out of Egypt.


We talk every Sunday about being born out of Christ’s death.


Maybe “respect” is God’s standard pose.  Maybe when WE show respect, not only to others, but to ourselves, we’re reflecting.


The whole show is one endless theme.


Maybe “love” is a better word for it than “respect.”

Maybe that’s the good news, through Jesus Christ.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
