2

St. David’s Episcopal Church
Beanblossom, Indiana
The Fifth Sunday in Lent, March 17, 2024
Sermon by the Rev. Kate Wilson

Jeremiah 31:31-34     Psalm 51:1-13     Hebrews 5:5-10   John 12:20-33

   
Good morning and Happy St. Patrick’s Day!  Dinner Church celebrated with corn beef and cabbage and home made apple baby pies and ice cream and good cheer. May your day be as rewarding today as it was for the celebrants on Wednesday!
Our Scriptures are rich today with joy and forgiveness. I particularly loved verses 6 and 7 of Psalm 51:
6 Indeed, I have been wicked from my birth, *
a sinner from my mother's womb.   
7 For behold, you look for truth deep within me, *
and will make me understand wisdom secretly.

The psalmist feels trapped into sin since birth. He carries the tone and feeling of our Rite I liturgy which, while lyrical and indrawing, is also steeped with difficult self-reflection uncovering sin and unworthiness.  That, and claiming wickedness even within the mother’s womb, is a stumbling block for many. But the psalmist has found so much more than guilt and sinfulness. 
“You look for truth deep within me. And you will make me understand wisdom secretly.”
The psalmist acknowledges that there is indwelling goodness too, also from the time of being in our mother’s womb. I hadn’t managed to see that good news before and have gotten hung up on what seems like a condemnation from conception onward.  If we bear sin, we also bear honesty and wisdom to choose the path of goodness, the path that leads to spiritual health and serenity. And we have to wisdom to make that choice. Thanks be to God. 
We also read of Jesus’s foretelling his death on the cross, where he will see us all while raised up, high on the hill overlooking Jerusalem. I may be able to get into some of those Scriptures this morning, but I want to start with speaking of things that are completely different. Well, maybe not completely. Maybe they DO reflect our readings for this morning. You’ll have to decide. 
You know I was at the Clergy Retreat from Monday through Wednesday, and then at the meeting of the Commission on Ministry on Thursday and Friday. It was a full week of meeting new people, seeing those I have known for a while, corporate prayer--which I have done very, very few times as a participant, instead of a presider, since I was in seminary. I caught a news headline that was both grand and made me sad, and  information that confirmed some suspicions. And best of all, I got some insights into our difficulty and that of many other smaller churches in calling a priest, but most of all I had a spiritual feast and very good news about the future of the diocese and the Episcopal Church. 
First, the good but sad news. I learned that Julia Whitworth, the rector at Trinity Indy, where I am a member, is standing to be the Bishop of Massachusetts. Julia has inspired me as a parishioner and as a priest, and I think she’d be a fine bishop. But I am very, very sad at the possibility that she might be leaving Trinity. I’m sure many in the parish are praying determinedly for the three other candidates.  Another sad but good news, where we are concerned, is that a priest tested possible for Covid on the fourth day, meaning that we had been exposed to him for three days. The good news there is that I just had the new Covid and am vaccinated for the older variation and so we are good to go! But pray Alan gets passed this soon.
Next, the information that confirmed my suspicions: I have been paying attention to the discussions about the potential merger of our diocese with that of Northern Indiana, including the online session, and have never quite bought that we were exploring “just because”, and I was right. In answer to a question during a Q&A with Bishop Jennifer, she answered that we ARE looking at the merger for financial reasons. But note this, because it’s important background: Our potential merger has nothing to do with finances. Our study can be traced back to the last General Convention where neighboring dioceses were encouraged to study merger to determine the gifts and advantages as well as the sacrifices and disadvantages, of merging. The financial root behind this national study WAS due to the Diocese of Chicago, and a neighboring diocese that was going under financially. THAT merger, which I believe has occurred, was due to necessity. 
Our diocese and the diocese of Northern Indiana are both in good financial condition. Each is able to pay bills and fund ministries as they hope to. Northern Indiana even has an enviable healthy endowment. So in the case of OUR potential merger, the questions are about the positives and negatives and making the best decision, as the last General Convention asked all dioceses to do.  
I learned more about the difficulty of attracting priests to Indiana in general. Well, to Iowa, Kansas, Indiana and other of the “Fly Over States.” People think of us as flat farmland they fall asleep over on airplanes. That is one strike against us. But there is more than snobbishness at play. It is that so very many clergy are married to people with well-paying careers. That gives the lesser-paid clergy person more freedom to follow calls, but only if the spouse is likely to get a job in the new location. A good friend of mine is married to a man who has a PhD in pharmacology. His specialization is cancer medications. He is in demand nationwide. She can answer calls that reach her heart and not only her need to be solvent. So you see, the problem is not us, it is a problem or problems that are outside of our hands. 
Now the good stuff. We had three plenaries concerning our health and well-being and they were refreshing and fun and re-invigorating.  I crashed and slept 12 hours when I got home! 
Some of us, and I think you will identify with this, can get way outside of our own bodies and souls, kidnapped by the demands of each and every day. And before we know it, we are a giant stress ball. I found our corporate morning prayer, compline and Eucharists enriching, nourishing, and calming. We also shared practices to stay more centered on God and to enrich our inner beings, our souls, that are formed in the image and likeness of God. Some folks call these practices “spiritual disciplines”, but I react badly to the word “discipline” and do much better practicing as a spiritual disciple. A myriad of types of practices support us in daily connecting with God, the Essence, or the Holy.  One such practice is the hand-heart meditation. It’s straightforward. Let’s try it now. 
Place your feet squarely on the floor. Relax. If it is comfortable for you, close your eyes, or leave them open but unfocused. Begin to breathe in through your mouth and out through your nose; ……….place your hand on your heart as you continue to breathe in through your mouth and out through your nose. Now bring to mind the experience or place where you felt most loved. It may be a memory that is real, or, if you have no memories of a time and place of being loved, create such a place in your mind and soul.  Hold it near. We’ll continue breathing for a few more moments as you bathe in that blessed memory, as you refill yourself with that love.
When we ended our hand-heart meditation, some people were in tears. Being fully present and feeling surrounded by love is a way to accompany Jesus on the journey up to and through his sacred passion of Holy Week. Being fully present and feeling surrounded by love is a perfect way to be open to listen for the private words God will whisper to you. If that has never happened before, be patient. Maintain this or other quiet practices. Be at peace.
Now, about the future of our diocese. First, I was delighted to see how diverse our current clergy members are. If there is a demographic, we have it. Our clergy is in a much better place to understand and to administer to the breadth and depth of people and their experiences. So let us say Thanks be to God for clergy who represent the full United States.
In Commission on Ministry, we met with three discerning people. One is at his last interview before being ordained a priest. Two were being interviewed to be accepted as postulants for Holy Orders, one for the vocational diaconate, which is William’s order, the other for the priesthood.  One was almost as nervous as I was when I attended what might be a life-changing set of interviews about this call, or a huge collapse. The other showed less anxiety but it took him a while to settle down. All three of these people were approved by the Commission and the Bishop. All three are at different stages of spiritual growth and all three had questions they cannot answer about their futures, but each has the willingness to follow God’s will as they understand it.
They are all very bright and rich in gifts, very different gifts among them. All will be a gift to the Church whether they continue to work toward ordained ministry or if, like one new member of the Commission of Ministry, they realize that their call is to lay ministry. That woman had been through part of the Deacon Formation Program back in the day that Archdeacon Connie Peppler and I co-led it, and she has since completed a master’s degree in Divinity, the degree required for priests but open to everyone. Even with so much invested in discerning her call, she knew her call is to lay participation in the church, and she has brought her many gifts, including the extra three years degree, to her lay call. 
Men and women, black, Hispanic, gay, straight, and aged from their twenties to their seventies or eighties, the lay, ordained, and discerning are all saying yes to God’s will in this way. 
In today’s Gospel, it is the Festival time in Jerusalem. Jesus’s fame is more widely recognized than ever, and resentment is greater than ever. Jesus’s fame has spread, even to the Greek Gentiles in Jerusalem, because he has raised Lazarus. Resentment has intensified in the heart of Judas Iscariot, because Mary of Bethany, Lazarus’s sister, has used a fortune of rich oil to clean Jesus’s dusty feet, a precursor of anointing his body after death. Judas wanted to put the money for that oil in the common purse, not waste it on Jesus. Judas also wanted access to that money, as he has been helping himself to that purse all along. 
Raising Lazarus has burned more resentment into the hearts of the Pharisees, who plot killing both Jesus and Lazarus for the miracle most ruinous to their reign. The drama is rising precipitously. Jesus is aware of it, saying 
“Now my soul is troubled. And what should I say—‘Father, save me from this hour’? No, it is for this reason that I have come to this hour. Father, glorify your name.”
Imagine. Does it seem odd that the joy of my past week prepares me to stand with this courageous Jesus? This Alexie Navalny, this Martin Luther King, this Mahatma Gandhi? This Son of God who shall speak of our forgiveness and inclusion with power as he has as Christ these thousands of years? Feel at peace and prepare to accompany our Lord these last days of Lent.
Thanks be to God. 
