Sermon for the Eleventh Sunday of Pentecost.  Aug 8. 2010 Yr C

Hosea 1:1, 10-20, Psalm 50:1-8,23-24; Hebrews 11:1-3,8-16, Luke 12:32-40

                                                    The Rev. Dr. Seamus P. Doyle.


           Be Prepared.  










There were prophets in Israel who told the King what he wanted to hear because the king appointed them as prophets. They were not unlike priests and bishops in China who belong to Christian denominations that are controlled by the Chinese government. Other Prophets felt called by God and were clear that they owed allegiance to no one. The Prophet Amos, for example, made it clear that he was a shepherd and owned a sycamore farm and that he’d rather be attending his sheep and sycamores than being a prophet. However, God called him and he felt obliged to respond. 



             

                Isaiah was prophesizing to those in Jerusalem. Ahaz was king and he did not listen to Isaiah but turned for help to Assyria. Ahaz was succeeded by his son Hezekiah who began religious reform supported by Isaiah. Unfortunately, Hezekiah was won over to those who supported Egypt, and Isaiah condemned them and encouraged people to depend on Yahweh and not these foreign powers. Although the Assyrian King boasted of locking Hezekiah up like a bird in a cage, the city of Jerusalem was saved by the power of Yahweh.









                            

                The book begins with the simple statement: The vision of Isaiah, son of Amoz, had concerning Judah and Jerusalem in the days of Uzziah, Jothman, Ahaz, and Hezekiah, kings of Judah.  By using the names Judah and Jerusalem, he was not referring to the two kingdoms of Israel and Judah. Instead he was referring to the whole nation of Israel as the whole people of God. He begins rather forcefully, Hear the word of the Lord… Listen to the teaching of our God. Then he proceeds to let them know that Yahweh took no delight in all their sacrifices of bulls, lambs, or goats. In fact, God took no interest in their incense and even less interest in their gatherings where their liturgy may have been good but their intentions, their attitudes were not proper. In other words, Yahweh, through Isaiah, was calling the people of Israel hypocrites. 


As far as God is concerned, all that they have been doing in terms of sacrifice, worship and prayer has been under false pretenses, trying to look good. God says he will not listen to them until they wash their hands of the blood not only of animals but also of innocent people.
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Putting it another way, Yahweh, through Isaiah, was telling the people of Israel, “Clean up you act” before you consider talking to me again. He told them remove the evil of your doings from before my eyes. 

                       Many of us, when confronted about something we did or are doing, do not want to hear about it. We want to turn a blind eye; a deaf ear; blame someone else, anything but take personal responsibility. A pastor once wrote to a member of his congregation to discuss a situation that involved the individual and his role in this country since he held an important cabinet position. Instead of entering into a dialogue with his pastor, the individual in question responded by asking the pastor to remove his name from the church register.  

                     Yahweh is not only asking them to change their behavior, he is also offering them an alternative plan of action; a new way of living. He calls on them to learn to do good, seek justice, rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan, plead for the widow.  And if this is not enough, Yahweh knows that there are those who will disagree with him and he invites them to Come now let us argue it out. Isaiah is inviting those who disagree with him to come and argue with him and he believes he will win them over. What God is offering them is this: Though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be like snow; though they are red like crimson, they shall become like wool. In other words, before you come and talk to me, I will wash away your iniquities; I will forgive you; You will come to me with clean hands and we will be seated as partners.  If you obey my laws you will eat the good of the land, but, if you rebel, you will die by the sword.                   



      We might say,  “But what’s the point of arguing with God? You can’t win” The reality is, we do argue with God; we do want our own way; we are in a hurry and we prefer to think that if only things went our way all would be well. Self-will run riot is another way of describing an Ego-maniac with low self-esteem.                                          

                Here is Isaiah saying it is God’s free will to forgive, to cleanse, and to wipe the slate clean with the people of Israel. And in Luke we have Jesus picking up this same theme saying: Do not be afraid little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom.
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Jesus comes to the point: Where your treasure is there your heart will be also. It would seem that Jesus is only too well aware that we do not have always our priorities straight; that we prefer to look at what we have in terms of material possessions, and not the Kingdom of God. He tells his listeners, and us also, Sell your possessions, and give alms. Make purses for yourselves that do not wear out, an unfailing treasure in heaven, where no thief comes near and no moth destroys.  Biblical scholars differ in their understanding as to whether or not Jesus meant that to be taken literally. There are some individuals who have taken it literally; others have entered religious life so as to not own anything. 

                     There are those who would argue that throwing money at social issues is not the answer and there is much truth in that. If it were as easy as that Jesus would not have said: The poor you will always have with you. However, what the issue before us is not possessions but rather possessiveness.  This is a follow up from last Sunday’s story of inheritance and greed. As human beings, we all too often measure our success in terms of material possessions. And not only that, we want to hold on to our possessions to the point, for some folk, the possessions take possession of the person       

                   As in all the major religions, the message is clear, let go; do not hold on; become free of material possessions so as to be more free to experience God. The message is also clear that we have no idea when our time will come to meet God. Death comes to all of us sooner or later and all we are asked to do is be prepared.

                      The phrase “Be Prepared” can be heard in a negative, condemning, frightening manner. Often it is written on rocks near the sea; on billboards; etc. by those who would try to frighten us. This is not the message of Jesus. “Be prepared” is the motto of the Scouts.  You go on an adventure and you have no idea what might happen. The message is, Be prepared. We do not set out on a journey frightened about what we might find or see. We go out on an adventure with anticipation of something great going to happen; we go in the expectation of having something good happen; we go anticipating that no matter what happens we will be okay for we are prepared to the best of our abilities. We bring what we need for the journey and prepared to share.

Aug. 8. 2010. Tenth Sunday of Pentecost.                                                                   P 4

On a journey we hear the question “Are we there yet?” “Are we there yet?” “When are we going to get there?” On this journey, this spiritual journey, it is the journey that is important because the destination is with us at all times. It is the journey that is important because we can stop anywhere at anytime. We have no when, where, how, and there’s no point in worrying about it. It will happen when it happens and that’s it plain and simple. 

             So, how are we to be prepared? The best way to be prepared is to go on living. As Paula Ripple once said: “We leave with a loving God what we cannot understand and we go on living.” Jesus told us not to worry because worry cannot change anything. We need to be prepared to live life to its fullest; care for the sick, visit the homebound; feed the hungry; visit those in jail; give a cup of water in the name of Jesus. Be prepared for you never know when you will get an opportunity to minister to a fellow human being. People in war torn countries learn to adjust the word “normal” and go on with their lives. Those who live in drought stricken areas learn to adjust the word ‘normal’ and go on with their lives.

                   God has already given us the kingdom. It is within us. It’s our Christmas, Easter, Birthday, Wedding anniversary, present that we have not yet fully opened. We open it in bits and pieces and think, “this is it.” But the Kingdom of God is more expansive than we imagine; it evolves as we grow into it and discover “there is more to this than meets the eye.”








                 



Our baptismal covenant helps us to Be Prepared. Our Baptismal covenant is our guide as we continue in the apostles teaching and fellowship; in the breaking of bread and in the prayers; in preserving in resisting evil; proclaiming the Good news by word and example; by seeking and serving Christ in all persons, loving our neighbor as ourselves and by going out of our way to work for justice and peace among all people as we respect the dignity of every human being. 





                     

                  We stay Prepared as we leave the church and say, “Amen” to the dismissal, “Go in Peace to love and to serve the Lord.”














