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Easter 6 C

May 9, 2010 (Mother’s Day)

Acts 16:9-15, Psalm 67, Revelation 21:10, 22-22:5, John 5:1-9

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

In an old Peanuts cartoon strip, Peppermint Patty and Violet are reflecting on being a grandmother.  After Patty declares that she would like to be a grandmother, Violet agrees and says it would be nice because all they have to do is “sit and rock.”  Not quite the case, is it?  The girls then decide that the trouble with being a grandmother is that first you have to be a wife and then a mother… and Violet sighs, “I know, I know… it’s all those preliminaries that get me!”


Happy Mother’s Day. Mother’s Day is an important day especially if we consider it a day to honor all women.  So Happy Mother’s Day to all the women in the congregation today to those of you who have done more than your share of the “preliminaries” and to those of you who have not.  Mother’s Day presents a quandary for the preacher because it is not a part of the official church calendar and lectionary for sermons. But women had and have an important place in the church, and so it is good to celebrate a day of honor for women. So let us pause this Mother’s Day weekend and give thanks for the women in our lives who are quietly making a difference whether they have put in their time on the preliminaries or not.

For me, Mother’s Day has been an important day not just because I am a mother or because I am sometimes called “Mother Ruth.”  Mother’s Day at least since I have been at Trinity, has been an important day because it is the anniversary of my coming to this congregation to be your rector.  Today marks the beginning of my seventh year with you.  In those years we have experienced many changes.   Some of those occasions have been times to cry together and grieve.  But many more of those times have been causes for celebration and knowing that God is with us in so many ways.

But I digress, returning  to the gospel for today, we find  the story of Jesus  in Jerusalem healing a man who had been an invalid for thirty-eight years.   I have always been a bit intrigued by this gospel.  First of all, unlike many biblical stories, there is a lot of detail.  Jesus is at a Jewish festival in Jerusalem by the Sheep Gate. Nearby there is a pool with five porticoes.   By the pool lying  on mats that would cushion them from the hard ground, I imagine people who are blind, lame or paralyzed watching the pool  waiting for the waters to stir.   They are intently watching the water because the legend was that when the waters were stirred there was an angel waiting to heal the first person who entered the water.   So people would wait for the waters to ruffle and then try to be first into the pool.   

Unbelievably the man in today’s gospel story had been waiting for thirty-eight years.  Why it had been that long, the gospel does not tell us.  Perhaps the unnamed man had no family or friends to help him.  I also wonder what tone of voice he used when Jesus asked him, “Do you want to be made well?”  I sort of imagine that the man whined, “Sir, I have no one to put me into the pool when the water is stirred up; and while I am making my way, someone else steps down ahead of me.”  But perhaps he could have been resigned to his plight as well.   We will never know.  But what we do know is that Jesus tells him, “Stand up, take your mat and walk.”   And he does.  I wonder what we would have done in his place.   

When our Lord offers to make us well, what do we do?  Do we offer excuses?  Or do we claim what is offered and then go and share that gift with the world?   Although Jesus probably doesn’t come to each of us in person like he does to the invalid of today’s gospel story, our Lord still offers us healing of those things that keep us from taking up our mat and walking.   For Jesus wants each and every one of us to be healed from those things that keep us from being the best that we can be.   I am convinced that God sees each of us as we were created to be, utilizing all the potential that we have been given.  Sometimes, however, we get so focused on what is wrong or on our shortcomings or on the details of life that we can not see or even imagine what we might be at our best.  We get stuck or mired in the repetitive present finding it difficult to imagine any other way of being.  When we are stuck one of the responses to our Lord’s offer of healing we most often offer is excuses as to why we can not possible be healed. When we lose our perspective, we miss  accepting the gift of healing, the gift of taking up our mat and walking by armoring ourselves with excuses as to why we can not be healed.  
Rather like this humorous story of a young mom who needs perspective. It seems that  a woman had quit work to stay home and take care of her new baby daughter.  Countless hours of peekaboo, this little piggy, and other games slowly took their toll.  One evening she smacked her bare toes on the corner of a dresser and grabbing her foot, sank to the floor.  Her husband rushed to her said asked where it hurt.  She looked at her husband through her tear-filled eyes and managed to moan, “It’s the piggy that ate the roast beef.”   Perspective…where is our Lord asking us do we want to be made well?   Are we offering excuses like the man of today’s gospel does at first?  Or are we going to accept the healing and take up our mats and walk?

Once we get over or through the challenge of not offering excuses, one way we might take up our mats and walk is by claiming what we have been given by God.  If we really thought and prayed about it, I am sure that most of us would agree that we have been blessed abundantly by our Lord.  And as true as that abundant blessing is in the physical or emotional sense of what we possess, it is true even more in the spiritual sense.   For not only have we been gifted with eternal life, we have been given spiritual gifts to use in this life to benefit not only ourselves but the Christian community.  

In a Calvin and Hobbes cartoon several years ago this scene unfolded.  Calvin and Hobbes come marching into the living room early in the day.  His mother is seated there in her favorite chair sipping her morning coffee.  She looks up at young Calvin and is amused and amazed at how he is dressed.  Calvin’s head is encased in a large space helmet.  A cape is draped around his neck, across his shoulders, down his back and his dragging on the floor.  One hand is holding a flashlight and the other a baseball bat.

“What’s up today?” asks his mom.

“Nothing, so far,” answers Calvin.

“So far?” she questions.

“Well, you never know,” Calvin says, “Something could happen.  Then he marches off, “And if anything does, by golly, I’m ready for it!”

Calvin’s mom looks out at the reading audience and says, “I need a suit like that!”

That’s the way many of us feel as we see the news.  Sometimes, no much of the time, this world seems quite violent and people seem to be at each other’s throats. There are environmental, social and political issues and threats that seem insurmountable.  In times like that  a suit like Calvin’s would help, so we can say with the cartoon character, “Whatever may come my way, I’m going to be ready for it!”

Today I can not offer you a suit like Calvin’s.  But I do have a reminder that each of us at our baptism has been given spiritual gifts like the gift of healing, teaching, evangelism, music or any of the over 30 biblically identified gifts.  Those spiritual gifts are meant to be used to further God’s kingdom on earth.  When we use our gifts, whatever may come our way, we will be ready for it.

Other than not armoring ourselves with excuses, and using our spiritual gifts, the third way we can take up our mats and walk is to use our gifts for outreach, for mission in the world.   We promise at baptism to “proclaim by word and example the Good News of God in Christ.”  And we promise to “Seek and serve Christ in all persons, loving our neighbors as ourselves.”  Those are promises to take Christianity to the world or to take up our mats and walk in a world that sorely needs the Christian message of love.  At the end of almost every Eucharist that I have celebrated since I was ordained, I have dismissed the congregation with,”Our worship is over, our service begins,” to help us remember who we are as Christians.   In order to take up Christ’s healing and take up our mats and walk, we need to walk into the world and serve.  

There are many ways to celebrate Mother’s Day, but here are a few unconventional suggestions that might be along the lines of Christian service as well as proving to your mom that she did a good job of raising you.  How about dropping off a box of diapers and/or a case of formula to a local food bank or even our parish food pantry.  If you have some baby furniture or clothing that your children or grandchildren have outgrown how about donating it to Bright Horizons, the Rescue Mission, or the Agape Pregnancy Center?  Maybe you could let your own Mom know that you were thinking about her and all of the many things she provided for you along the way and that you made the donation in honor of her.

 
One of the ways we can take up our mats and walk is to serve others outside of the Trinity community.   On Maundy Thursday as I was standing behind the altar, I noticed the light shining on the red carpet that leads to both back exit doors and down the center aisle.  I suddenly realized that the carpet forms the bottom half of a red cross and that if it were extended through the back stained glass window, the red cross would be outside the sanctuary and in the world.   We often think of the organization named the Red Cross as offering service and aide to people who have lost everything in disasters.   I wonder if one way we might take up our mats and walk is to extend Trinity’s red cross into mission action in the world?


In today’s gospel Jesus asks not only the invalid by the Sheep’s Gate pool whether he wants to be made well, but our Lord asks each and every one of us as well, “Do you want to be made well?” We can offer excuses or we can take up our mat and walk, using our spiritual gifts for service in our Trinity community and for mission in the world.   On this Sabbath, this  Mother’s Day, let us choose to be made well, to take up our mats and walk. 

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