IN GOD WE TRUST

Sermon for Christ the King Sunday (Last Pentecost), November 23, 2008

Readings: Ezekiel 34:11-17; Psalm 100; 1 Corinthians 15:20-28; Matthew 25:31-46

Sermon text: “Be joyful in the Lord all you lands; serve the Lord with gladness and come before his presence with a song. Know this: the Lord himself is God. It is he that made us, and not we ourselves; we are his people and the sheep of his pasture.” Psalm 100:1-3

It was a terrible time to plan for the future. The city was surrounded by an enemy army. They were in the final stages of building their siege ramps. Within weeks, possibly days, they would top the wall and come storming in. The inhabitants were already on the brink of collapse. Famine and disease had weakened all and killed many. There were no bargaining chips to offer, no cards left to play. The time for buying off the invading Babylonians was years earlier, but instead the king had attempted to make a defensive pact with Egypt, which proved unwilling and unable to come to their defense when the time came. The prophet had warned the king. He had said, many times, that if the Israelites persisted in their evil ways, sacrificing to idols (vain hope for help there!), even sacrificing some of their children to the god Moloch, allowing injustice—the powerful abusing the weak, the rich fattening on high prices and hoarding, the poor increasingly desperate, turning to crime—if this continued then God would punish. God would allow the imperial army to top the wall and plunder the city, to desecrate the Temple, kill the men and rape t he women, enslave the skilled and healthy and let the rest die or pitifully live in the rubble and desert of Jerusalem, where even now the jackals could be heard at night along with the laughter, cursing and singing of the Babylonian soldiers. The wailing was about to begin, the lament of Rachel for her children.

Warren Buffet telling us to invest now at generational lows in the market has nothing on this.

Jeremiah—along with second Isaiah and the young Ezekiel--had been among the few prophets predicting the destruction of Jerusalem and the captivity of Israel; many others assured the king and people that God would always miraculously intervene to save his sacred Zion. For their trouble and truth-telling the true prophets were beaten. Jeremiah had been thrown into a dry well—and only later, reluctantly, fished out and allowed to live in captivity, under guard in the king’s palace. They said he was demoralizing the people—and the king didn’t care for his predictions of his failure and capture. Yet he persisted—he said he could do no other—God forced him to speak. And one day, while under guard, he sent for his nephew and some witnesses. He wanted, he said, to buy some land that was in the family name and could be lost if no one claimed it. He had the scribe Baruch draw up the deed; he paid Thanamel, son of his uncle Shallum, seventeen shekels of silver; the deed was witnessed and signed by all present, one copy sealed and the other left open for inspection; both were put into an earthenware jar for safe keeping and buried. And so Jeremiah bought the field at Anathoth in the land of Benjamin because the Lord God told him he must. In the very hopelessness of a desperate situation, days before certain defeat and destruction, in the sure knowledge that it would be years, decades, before he or his descendents could return to the land and claim it, yet Jeremiah bought land. It was a prophetic act. It was a message to the people, then and now. It was God speaking. And you can still read all about it in chapter 32 of the Book of the Prophet Jeremiah. 

Jeremiah closes the chapter with a long prayer and a revelation from God.  There will be an eventual restoration of the people to their lands. God will gather them from the lands to which they will be scattered. “They shall be my people again, and I shall be their God, I will give them one heart and one way and make an everlasting covenant with them and their children.” 

This of course is God’s eternal word, said again and again--again as we read this morning in Ezekiel, writing while in captivity in Babylon some few years later. After lamenting over the failure of the shepherds to guide and protect the flock—by which he means the king and government, the priests and the false prophets (those who cried peace, peace when there was no peace)—Ezekiel spoke in God’s name saying he will gather again the scattered sheep and restore them to their green pastures. There will again be a bright day after the darkness and thunder. The wolves now howling in the wilderness will be kept at bay by good shepherds who will lay their lives down for their sheep and lead them to living water and rich pasture. As for those sheep who fattened on the misery of the others—they will be judged.

So also says the greatest prophet of all, Jesus, the one indeed who fulfilled the prophecy, who was a shepherd after the heart of God, who did lay down his life for the people, who does continue to guide us through the Holy Spirit, who will never leave us, who cannot be separated from us, not by height, depth, disaster, distance, despair, sin or anything else in heaven or earth or even under the earth—whose love is God’s love and therefore eternal and all conquering—as Paul writes so gloriously to the church in Ephesus. Jesus Christ, the King of kings and Lord of lords, and the judge who will judge each of us on the last day, the day of judgment. Yes there will be a judgment, and those who did not care for their weak and needy neighbor will be judged—not to mention the wolves that prey on the weak and elderly and poor. There will be judgment, as there was judgment on Israel and Jerusalem, for nothing unjust can endure forever. 

But neither will darkness nor despair have the final word. Not then, not now.

Sisters and brothers, we are living in stormy days. Days of clouds and thick darkness. Days when the shepherds have lost control of the flock. We see now why humankind are likened to sheep in so many scriptural passages. It is not just because in ancient Israel there were a lot of sheep around. It is because humans are a herd animal—sometimes a hunting pack like wolves, sometimes frightened, self-destructive and defenseless like sheep without a shepherd. No one can watch the behavior of the markets and fail to understand that the primal human emotions of fear and greed are sometimes more powerful than the forces of reason and “enlightened self interest.” The world is in an uproar and we pray that the new administration can do something to calm the seas. We know at least that good and talented people will try their best.

But in whom do we trust? What is on every dollar bill in our pocket? In God we trust. 

Like ancient Israel, we Americans have a history, one fortunately less afflicted with subjugation and disaster than theirs. We are blessed—we can be called, in Abraham Lincoln’s phrase, “an almost chosen people.” Our national traits are can-do pragmatism, an unsinkable, if sometime naïve optimism, and a  set of foundational moral ideals (liberty, equality, justice) which we still admire and aspire to—and these are good traits. But more important than these is that we are in good measure a people of faith. Who sails in a glorified barrel in virtually unknown waters to a completely unknown land, unless by faith? Who dares rise up against the tyranny of empire and risks honor, life and family, without faith? Who pushes into frontiers and settles a continent without faith? Who can endure a civil war, cycles of boom and bust, depression, world war, the cloud of nuclear threat, the chaos and constant change of globalization, without faith? What endures past the crazy fads, the market bubbles, the crime waves, the cycles of creative destruction that capitalism insists upon? The abiding truths, the foundational ideals. What lessons are learned? Lessons of thrift—necessary for us though stringent; lessons of compassion—now more than ever we need to care for the poor the hungry the unemployed, the despondent; lessons of pragmatism and ingenuity—when has the genius of this people failed to rise to the occasion when hard put to it; lessons of moral integrity and humble faith. 

In God we trust—not because we are Americans, though that is part of our DNA, our inheritance as a people defined by ideas and history—including a negative side of our history that deserves prophetic condemnation (slavery, conquest, exploitation). We trust in God because we are Christians. We believe in Christ; we know through his gospel that God loves us and cares for us, and has given us a mission. We are to shine as a light in dark times, to help those in need, to shepherd the people when there is a need for pastoral care, to continue always to strive for justice and peace. 

We are the church, you and I, clergy and lay. We established this little part of Christ’s body forty years ago in a time of war and cultural turbulence. The people who founded this church and whom we celebrated two weeks ago had a vision—and we are here because McKinney gave the land, and Hiller, Silliman, Coulter, Martin, Gardner, Warner and the rest gave their money and time. Now it is our time. I ask you, the Vestry asks you, to pledge with us your share of our work together. 

I know it is difficult to pledge in this environment—don’t I know it. I have a son in college, bills to pay. Yet my pledge is ready. I will continue to tithe ten percent of my salary. I encourage you to do the same. If you cannot pledge a tenth then I hope you will consider some degree of proportional giving—that way no matter what happens you are set. I hope that you can pledge an increase over last year—for our expenses are not going down—but how much you pledge is for you and your family in prayer to decide. If you share our mission, if you share my enthusiasm for the way our ministries are flourishing, if you want to make a statement about your Christian hope and faith, then pledge generously, sacrificially. Join Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and all the saints. Trust in God and live your faith. It is Thanksgiving week, a wonderful national holiday tradition and natural corollary of a people shaped by scripture. Above all, even in dark and uncertain times, trust in God and give thanks. 

After all, listen to these words, slightly altered, of the Psalmist; they are as true for us today as when they written for Temple worshippers nearly three thousand years ago: “Enter these gates with thanksgiving, come into this church with praise, give thanks to God and call upon the name of Jesus, the name above all names. For the Lord is good, his mercy is everlasting and his faithfulness endures from age to age.” 

Let the people say, Amen.
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