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Exodus 12:1-14, Psalm 149, Romans 13:8-14, Matthew 18:15-20

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.


Thank you to Polly Brooks for the following story entitled “The Buzzard, the Bat, and the Bumblebee.”  It seems that if you put a buzzard in a pen that is six feet by eight feet and is entirely open at the top, the bird, in spite of its ability to fly, will be an absolute prisoner.  The reason is that a buzzard always begins a flight from the ground with a run of ten to twelve feet.  Without space to run, as its habit, it will not even attempt to fly, but will remain a prisoner for life in a small jail with no top.


Likewise the ordinary bat that flies around at night, hopefully on the outside of Trinity.  The bat,  a remarkable nimble creature in the air, cannot take off from a level place.  If it is placed on the floor or flat ground, all it can do is shuffle about helplessly and, no doubt, painfully, until it reaches some slight elevation from which it can throw itself into the air.  Then, at once, it takes off like a flash.


And finally the bumblebee, if dropped into an open tumbler, will be 

there until it dies, unless it is taken out.  It never sees the means of escape at the top, but persists in trying to find some way out through the sides near the bottom.  It will seek a way where none exists, until it completely destroys itself.


In many ways, people are like the buzzard, the bat, and the bumblebee.  We struggle about with all our problems and frustrations, never realizing that all we have to do is look up!  Sorrow looks back.  Worry looks around.  But faith looks up!


Like the opening story, the theme that I see in today’s scriptures is to look up towards God and to trust that the Holy One is with us.   In our lesson from Exodus, Moses and Aaron are given instructions for the first Passover feast which is to become a perpetual remembrance for God’s chosen people, the Jews.    That same Passover day of remembrance is commemorated in Jewish synagogues today in Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur which fall in late September and early October this year.   Getting back to the text, can’t you imagine how Moses and Aaron must have felt or what they thought?  They were told by God  to get ready to leave Egypt where they had been living for generations.  And they were instructed exactly how to mark their doorposts so that the angel of death would pass over their dwelling places.  Although they had seen many plagues befall the Egyptians because they would not let the Jewish slaves leave, I can imagine that it must have been difficult to believe that God was going to kill every firstborn child and animal and that their people would not similarly be affected.   Yet they trusted, followed what our Lord asked, and God did exactly what God had promised.


And in today’s gospel from Matthew we have Jesus’s assurance that the disciples can trust in him.  This exchange between Jesus and his disciples happens late in his ministry right before going to Jerusalem and the events of Holy Week.  Jesus offers assurance of his continued presence with them even in the dark days that he knows are coming. Jesus proclaims,  “For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them” These final verses seem to hint about the future when Jesus will no longer be physically present.  But he assures them that when they are gathered in his name, that he will act in heaven according to his commandments of love  to confirm the decisions of the community of disciples.  As descendants of the disciples, we have inherited Jesus’ everlasting promise as well.


“For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.”  As children of the living God and brothers and sisters to Christ, we have to trust Jesus’s promises because as we’ve said over and over again, God does not break the Holy One’s promises.  So let’s look together at the potential that this promise contains and what might hinder us from being recipients of the promise.  First what keeps us penned up or keeps us from taking wing and fully trusting Christ’s promise of being with us?  Secondly, where can our trust help us to let go of our doubt?  And thirdly, how can we practice seeing Jesus with us?


 So what keeps us penned up or from taking wing and fully trusting Christ’s promise of being with us?  I found the opening story rather interesting in that particularly the buzzard and the bumblebee are limited in their ability to escape the confines of their pens because they are stuck with doing things the way they have always done them.  Sometimes I hear that phrased “But we’ve always done it that way.”


 The story about the family that always had ham for family meals comes to mind here.  Perhaps you remember it.  The new bride is fixing her first traditional meal for her family and she takes the ham and before putting it into the oven cuts off both ends.   Her husband questions her as to why she would cut off the perfectly good ham ends before baking the meat.  To her surprise the bride says because that’s the way her mother always did it.  Later that day, the young bride questions her mother as to why it is necessary to cut the ends off the ham before baking it.  The mother replies that she isn’t sure but that the bride can ask her grandmother, which she does.  Imagine her surprise when the grandmother laughs and says that when she was a new bride she had to cut the ends off the ham so that it would fit in the only pan she had for baking.  So for years the family had been cutting off the ends of the ham to fit a pan that no longer existed.

          Habit can be a good thing because when we find a way that works well for us, it is often easier and takes less energy to always do a task in the same way.  The problem is that life is in constant flux and sometimes the way we have always done something might put blinders on us keeping us from seeing a better way.  Where might we be penning ourselves in in our spiritual journeys?   Where might Jesus be waiting to show us the open top?


Secondly where can our trust overcome our doubt that Christ’s promises are for us?   The Bible is full of stories where the people of God, with God’s help, have prospered despite incredible odds.  The story of David in the Old Testament, an obscure shepherd boy who is the youngest of a large family of sons, yet becomes the greatest king of Israel is an example. The spread of Christianity itself from an obscure persecuted  sect in the Roman world to the state religion in a few hundred years again with God’s help is another example where trust in God brings about amazing results.  Both the story of David and the rise of the Christian church  are the result of people of faith in the words of the baptismal covenant “Proclaiming by word and example the Good News of God in Christ.”     They are the result of the everlasting promise that “When two or three are gathered together in my name, Jesus is there among them.”   


Sometimes one problem in attempting to make comparisons with the stories of the Bible  is that we know that God’s promises were kept and recorded in biblical times, but sometimes we do not feel that applies to us because we are not important enough.  Jesus does not say when two or three famous people are gathered together.   Jesus says when two or three are gathered together.   Jesus’ promise that he will be present when two or three of us are together in faith, is a promise for each of us. 
Notice that Jesus says when two or three are gathered together.  That doesn’t mean that we can not talk to God by ourselves, but I do see the implication here that when we share our God stories with two or three trusted others, that Jesus comes alive to them as well.  And there is nothing like the ears of Christian friends helping us to see that Jesus was truly present in an event of our lives even if we doubt that presence.    Today(tomorrow) we are installing new members of the Lydia of Trinity chapter of Daughters of the King.    The Daughters of the King is an international woman’s organization where the members take a vow of prayer and service to others.   That involves sharing of stories of what Christ has done in their lives and in the lives of those around them.  Sharing our stories of prayer and faith is an antidote to doubt. 

      So we can allow Jesus to show us what is keeping us from looking up and taking flight in our faith, and  we can allow sharing our stories to dispel doubt.  The third part in claiming Jesus’ promise that when two or three are gathered together he is with them is to practice seeing Jesus in our lives and in the lives of those with us.   One of the benefits of sharing our stories about Christ with each other is that we begin to pay attention to where we have experienced Jesus’ presence in our life.  Try for example spending a week actively seeking Christ in the experiences of your life or in the stories of the people with whom you talk.  The gospels are full of advice to pay attention often phrased “Those who have ears, listen” or “Keep awake, therefore, for you know neither the day or the hour.”   We can have a close moment to Christ in an awesome sunrise or sunset or the beauty of a cloud formation in a beautiful azure sky.   We can have a close moment to Christ with our families or in hearing exactly the words we need to hear at exactly the right time.  The important part is staying open to Christ acting in your life and waiting for it with expectation.  And then being thankful to our Lord for his promise of being present when two or three are gathered together.


In today’s gospel Jesus promises his disciples “Where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.” The promise doesn’t include always granting what we ask, but in the asking we can trust that Jesus is love and that we receive not necessarily what we want but what we need.    And in that asking we can allow our Lord to show us what is keeping us from claiming that promise.  We can share our stories with other believers gathering support that dispels doubt.   And we can stay awake and look for Christ moments in our lives.   In the words of the opening collect, “ Grant us, Oh Lord, to trust in you with all our hearts; for, as you always resist the proud who confide in their own strength, so you never forsake those who make their boast of your mercy.”

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.   Amen.

