19th Sunday after Pentecost
Sermon 10.3.10

Scripture:
Lamentations 1:1-6; 3:19-26



Psalm 137

I came very close to not preaching from these lections, and not just to avoid the terrible last line of the psalm.  
As you may or may not know, I preach from “the lectionary,” the Revised Common Lectionary that most mainline Protestant churches use.  This is the calendar of readings to guide the church through its year, beginning with the season of Advent and ending with the last Sunday of Pentecost, a season that spans about 25 weeks.  

In most denominations, it takes some effort to depart from the lectionary because central offices publish bulletins based on lectionary readings that congregations are to use as the order of worship.  Go to an Episcopal church, and you’ll likely find such a thing shipped in from denominational headquarters.  Go to a Lutheran Church, and you’ll find the liturgy is formulated on the given readings.  Go to a congregational church, a congregation of the United Church of Christ, and who knows what you’ll hear.  Since we have no central office, since we have no set liturgy, we Congregationalists have a much easier time departing from the path laid out for us.  
Regardless, I usually preach from the lectionary.  One reason is that it joins us together with others of the mainline church who will hear the same readings we’ll hear on any given Sunday.  Another is that it’s a good discipline, forcing me to consider texts I might otherwise never consider or even know about. 
That said, I came very close to not preaching from these two lections this morning because these two come to us from a particular moment in the history of Judea, and it’s not a moment we now find ourselves in.  Lamentations in particular is a specialized book in the Bible; it speaks from and to a particular circumstance.  Written by Jeremiah, the weeping prophet from whom we’ve heard a lot lately, Lamentations gives voice to a people in a situation that bears little resemblance to our situation—we who are now gathered here.  
And thank God—for it comes to us from a terrible time.  Jeremiah’s worst fears and most doom-saying prophecies had come to pass.  Now the city Jerusalem was indeed torn down, torn down—down to its foundations; the people were ravaged by war, reduced to begging for bread if not starving to death, or worse.  There’s some hint that they resorted to cannibalizing their young, which gives context to the psalmist’s declaration that it would be a happy day when similar horrors fell on the enemies’ young.  Really, this book reads like a Holocaust memoir, it’s only mercy in that it’s short.  
For the reason of its brevity, it’s seldom included in the lectionary, just two Sundays every three years.  Incidentally, one of these was a couple weeks after the attacks of September 11th, a fact that made going to church not as comforting as some people were looking for.  It all came just a little too close to home.  
But not so now.  We’re steadier on our feet now—as a nation, as a people.  We’ve taken the war to “them” so “they” won’t bring it here.  We’ve secured our borders, tightened our points of entry; we’re working on clarifying our criteria for being here at all and cracking down on those who shouldn’t be.  We’ve gone to great lengths to ensure we shall never have cause to lament again.  

And yet here speaks this voice—this relentless, lamenting voice.  Can we hear it?  Can we heed it?

As you also may or may not know, a group of us in the church have been reading the book Resident Aliens, about the Church amidst post-Christian culture.  The meaning of the title is that those in the church can no longer assume we’re at home in our culture.  21st century America is no longer a Protestant place; 21st century Americans are no longer a Protestant people.  And this is good news.  Though the church shrinks, though we find ourselves moved to the margins—a strange minority, a quaint people doing antiquated things—this is good news for it forces the church to know why it’s doing what it’s doing, to know why it is at all.  The authors, preacher William Willimon and scholar Stanley Hauerwas, claim that “whether liberal or conservative…American Christians have fallen into the bad habit of acting as if the church really does not matter as we go about trying to live like Christians.”
Of course, their argument is that the church matters indeed.  If not to society at large then at least the church should matter to Christians; no, if not to society at large, then all the more so the church should matter to Christians.   And yet you wouldn’t think it matters at all to watch us.  You’d think by our behavior that what really matters is society, is “culture.”  Christians have come at civic culture as if we’re to convert it, as if we’re to save it.  From the right and from the left, we’ve tinkered with details and staged major attacks.  Unable to convince our own people to live as the gospel would have us do, we go to government to legislate that it might be so.  Outlaw abortion.  Increase spending for the poor.  Proscribe gay marriage.  Censure Fox News! And while these might be approaches we should continue to take (or some of these: guess which ones!) our first stop in hoping to realize the kingdom of God among us should be the church.  Our most basic building block for living by such an ethic as Jesus described in his Sermon on the Mount isn’t the individual in a free society but is the church.  

We make a mistake, these two claim, when we accept the modern assumption that the most significant ethical unit is the individual self.  Likewise, we make a mistake when we wonder, in regard to Jesus’ preaching—of the blessedness of the poor and the meek, the blessedness of those who mourn and those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, the blessedness of those who are accused falsely of terrible things; of his preaching that we are the light of the world who are to forgive when angry and to honor our promises, to love our enemies and to pray for those who persecute us; we make a mistake when we wonder in regard to these proclamations, how on earth are we each to do this?  We make a mistake when we wonder in regard to the reality Jesus has now sketched for us, how in the world can ordinary people, people like us, live like that?  You’ve got to be a saint!  You’d have to be crazy!  How could anyone do this?

Well, this is a question that’s had major Christian thinkers in ancient and recent history conclude that we’re not to.  Jesus didn’t mean for us even to try.  Both ancients and moderns have been known to conclude that Jesus’ whole point in the Sermon on the Mount was to highlight his own sinlessness and so to have us recognize by contrast our own sinfulness.  Such recognition should then move us to repentance and Godly fear and worship.  But, see?  This formulation also effectively excuses us from even setting as a goal living such terrible blessedness, demonstrating such wondrous self-giving love.  “You shall do the works that I do and even greater works than these,” Jesus said to his disciples, Jesus says to his disciples. “You shall do the works that I do and even greater works than these.” Then Christians as disparate as Augustine in the 4th century and Reinhold Niebuhr in the 20th respond, “We doubt that.  But it’ll be enough that our hearts are in the right place.”
Yet all of this stems from the strange assumption that we’re operating as individuals, and that some of us are better, stronger, more saintly than others.  Really, all of this is to ask the wrong question, wondering, demanding as we do, how can any one person live such an heroic life of faith? instead of asking, what sort of community is required to support such living? what sort of gathering is required to support an ethic of nonviolence, of marital fidelity, of forgiveness, of hope?  
The answer, of course, is to be the church.  Willimon and Hauerwas write, “The most interesting, creative, political solutions we Christians have to offer our troubled society are not new laws, advice to Congress, or increased funding for social programs—although we may find ourselves supporting such national efforts.  The most creative social strategy we have to offer is the church.  Here we show the world a manner of life the world can never achieve through social coercion or governmental action….As Karl Barth wrote[—Karl Barth, the great German theologian who was a lone voice of resistance to the German agenda in the First World War, and who wrote]: “’The church exists to set up in the world a new sign which is radically dissimilar to [the world’s] own manner and which contradicts it in a way that is full of promise.’”
I wasn’t going to preach from the lectionary readings this morning.  They just don’t fit our experience right now.  They just don’t connect with our lives enough to make a sermon on them a needful thing.  And who wants to lament when your heart isn’t in it?  Who wants to practice lamenting?
This is especially the case for Americans, I’d imagine—we who live in such an optimistic society, we for whom the pursuit of happiness is written in our charter.  Canadian theologian Douglas John Hall makes much of this fact; it’s actually his claim that optimism is the official attitude of the land.  He includes Canadians in this claim—that North Americans are officially optimistic.  But I can’t help but to suspect that he suspects us southern North Americans are all the more infected with optimism, all the more inoculated by optimism.  

And what’s wrong with this, we might well wonder.  What’s wrong with being optimistic?  What’s wrong with keeping a positive mental attitude?  Certainly looking forward instead of back has gotten us through a lot of hard circumstances.  Certainly, the power of positive thinking is a power not to scoff at, is a power we’d be wise to draw on.  After all, we face a lot of challenges in the future.  As the economy recesses like a dream upon waking; as the global environment shows undeniable signs of degradation and devastation; as the products that promise to make for better living only become garbage we throw away (as if there is an “away”), their promise only fleetingly fulfilled: we face a lot of challenges in the future.  Really, we face a crucible not unlike the crucible that war and genocide became for the 20th century.  I believe that.  I believe we’re beginning to see what the 21st century will be about, what problems, what challenges, what frightening circumstances will define this epoch in history and the people who will usher us through it.  Given all this, certainly optimism isn’t such a bad thing.  
Except that optimism has a way of becoming a lie.  Official optimism has a way of foreclosing on a whole host of aspects of the human experience, grief being among them, sorrow being among them.  Really, optimism can be dehumanizing, optimism can be cruel.  “Everything’s alright, yes, everything’s fine,” is the lyric one of the disciples sings to Jesus in the musical Jesus Christ, Superstar!  It’s not long prior to the crucifixion, which Jesus knows, which the disciples might well know if they paid just a little attention.  I think it’s Mary Magdelene who starts with this, singing to soothe a troubled Jesus, “Everything’s alright, yes, everything’s fine.  It’s cool and the ointment’s sweet for the fire in your head and feet.”  But then it becomes, to my hearing at least, a shrill mantra the chorus sings, or maybe it’s Judas alone who sings: “Everything’s alright, yes! Everything’s alright, yes!  Everything’s alright, yes!”  It calls to mind megachurch pastor Joel Osteen—poor Joel Osteen whom I just can’t help but to pick, smiling Joel Osteen—his nickname being “the smiling preacher,” demanding Joel Osteen whose book title insists you Your Best Life Now!   It calls to mind Douglas John Hall describing the frenetic quality of our culture, the frantic way in which we go about our lives.  It calls to his mind the image of children playing at recess: the bell has rung, playtime is over, and so their play becomes frantic, frenetic.  It’s not fun anymore; it’s not play anymore.  It’s compulsive.  It’s cruel.

It’s also compulsory.  It’s required.  You owe it to those around you to turn your frown upside down.  You owe it to God to live your best life now—not to be such a sourpuss!  You owe to those closest to you to grin and bear it.  Because if you cry, then I’m gonna cry, and I don’t wanna cry.  If you grieve, then I might recognize my own terrible grief, the way in which loss has marked my life, the way in which disappointment dots my path.  If you lament, we’ll all lament, and then where will we be?

I’ll tell you: we’ll be in church, or better to say we’ll be the church.  We’ll be the people who gather not optimistically that everything’s alright, everything’s fine; but who gather hopefully, that God is good and working for good in all things.  For there is, of course, a difference between optimism and hope—and this is it: optimism overlooks inconvenient truths while hope takes all things into account and confesses that, even amidst such dire circumstances, the Holy Spirit is undaunted.  Picking up a piece of life’s litter, the Spirit says, “I can work with this.”  Reclaiming society’s cast-off, the Spirit says, “I can redeem this.  I can embrace this.  I can love this.”  
Well, being such a people of the Spirit takes practice—which is why we practice our religion, which is why we lament even when we think our hearts won’t be in it, even when we’re not in the mood.  Being such a people of hope takes practice, especially amidst a larger culture where optimism is the law of the land.  It takes practice to see in a broken bit of bread the bread of life that sustains and strengthens.  It takes practice to see in a crucified God our deepest desire and our highest hope—that God redeems suffering, that God resurrects whatever death has laid claim to.  It takes practice to remain convicted in the belief that self-giving love is the way to true life, abundant life, eternal life.  These things take practice.  So, we gather.

Thanks be to God. 
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