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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.
Today’s readings have taken a rather bleak and gloomy turn. And so they’re kind of reinforcing for
me a feeling that I’ve had on and off all week. You see, this was the week I caught up with what’s
been going on in congress, especially with the January 6 hearings. It’s not that I haven’t been
paying attention to the news. I make a point of at least getting the headlines from a few national
news sources every day. So I’ve been generally aware of the testimony. But this week I took some
time to listen to several hours of the actual testimony, and I have to say that it is pretty depressing. It
feels like we’re in danger of losing our democracy, this form of government that I have been proud
of all of my life, with its three branches of government designed to check and balance each other so
that no one branch, and no one person, has too much power. And on the one hand it is some
consolation that the system held 18 months ago in the face of what we’re learning was a coordinated
assault upon it. But on the other, it came uncomfortably close to not holding. I fear that that will not
be the last assault, and that it might only be a matter of time before our resilience gives out. So
that’s what’s bugging me at the moment. Maybe you’ve got other things that you’re concerned
about, like inflation, or climate change, or the war in Ukraine, or this pandemic that won’t go away,
with new viruses threatening new pandemics. For me, the feeling of impending doom made me
think of the beginning of Monty Python’s film “The Meaning of Life” in which fish with the faces
of the various Pythons are swimming back and forth across the screen, and greeting each other
politely, as the British are wont to do, and engaging in small talk, until one of them looks toward the
screen and suddenly says, “Oh, look! Howard’s being eaten.” It turns out that they are in a fish tank
in a restaurant, and the camera cuts away to a man being served a large fish on a plate. Then one of
the fish says, “Make’s you think, doesn’t it?” I realize that that sort of black humor is not
everyone’s cup of tea, but then again, maybe neither are today’s readings. And yet there is
something in them that is worth confronting, because it pushes us to seek out the good news that our
second reading from Colossians offers us.
Before we get to the good news in Colossians, though, we need to look at the bad news in
our other readings, including our psalm this week. Those of you who have participated in On The
Way here at Grace will remember how we reflect on biblical texts there. We look first for what is
bad news, and then for what the good news might be that addresses that bad news. And you will
also have noticed that not all texts contain both. Today’s first reading from Ecclesiastes is a case in
point. There is no good news here. There is only hopelessness and despair. But it is hopelessness
and despair of a certain kind. Notice what the writer despairs of. This is not Rachel “weeping for
her children because they are no more,” a response to the misfortune of others.1 This is a grumpy,
and apparently “successful” old man (by our standards), bitterly complaining that he can’t take with
him to the grave all the wealth he accumulated in this life by his wisdom and hard work. Somebody
else will get it, who doesn’t deserve it. And that’s just depressing to him.
Then Psalm 49 piles on: “For we see that the wise die also; like the dull and stupid they
perish and leave their wealth to those who come after them. Their graves shall be their homes
forever… though they had named lands after themselves.” The lectionary folks have given us only
the first half of this Psalm. It gets better later. But I think I see what they had in mind. They’re
reinforcing the bad news of the Ecclesiastes reading and giving the later readings a chance to
answer with some good news.
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That good news doesn’t come in our Gospel reading, though. (Maybe for the sake of the
gospel we should have switched our last two readings today?) The rich man in Jesus’ parable is not
grumpy or despairing. He is fully invested in his good life, so invested that he can’t see beyond
himself. When he has a bumper crop, what does he do? He does not share his abundance with the
less fortunate around him. They might not even have crossed his mind. They’re not even mentioned
in the story. But of course they were there. Jesus has been talking about the poor a lot in Luke’s
gospel, right from the very beginning. So, in the minds of Jesus’ hearers and Luke’s audience, the
poor would have been front and center, silent characters looking on. Maybe Jesus meant to signal
that the inheritance that the two brothers were fighting over at the beginning of our reading was like
the wealth of the rich man in the story that follows: the selfish accumulation of wealth not shared
with others. And here the brothers were, following in their father’s footsteps, each also focused only
on themselves.
Finally we can turn to the good news in Colossians. You have to look closely, though,
because even here it is surrounded by more bad news. And it goes by quickly, and is followed by
more bad news. So, here’s the good news: “You have died.” Wait, what? Hold on. “You have died,
and your life is hidden with Christ in God.” And then this: “When Christ who is your life is
revealed, then you also will be revealed with him in glory.” Today in the Adult Sunday School class
we’ll be talking about preparing for our own funerals. It’s really good timing, because this class is
bracketed by a funeral last week and another one this week for fellow Grace members. And one of
the key components of our funeral service is the Thanksgiving for Baptism that takes place at the
beginning, with the remains of the deceased right next to the baptismal font, sprinkled with water
from the bowl. “When we were baptized in Christ Jesus, we were baptized into his death,” we
declare. This is a quote from Romans chapter 6, which then continues, “…if we have been united
with him in a death like his, we shall certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his.”
Baptism into Christ is baptism into his death. This is what Colossians has in mind when it says,
“You are dead and your life is hidden with Christ in God.” But because Christ did not stay dead,
baptism into Christ is also baptism into his resurrection. And that’s what the Colossians text means
by saying, “when Christ who is your life is revealed, then you also will be revealed with him in
glory.” Now this could be taken as a “pie in the sky by and by” sort of text, as if to say, “when
Christ returns at the end of time, long after you’re dead, you will be raised and live with him in
glory.” I dare say it has often been read that way. And I don’t want to deny that meaning, because
it’s really good news for dead people. But it less so, maybe, for those of us who are currently alive.
Because Christ’s revelation is not limited to the end of time. On the third day after his crucifixion he
was revealed to his disciples, and then to others. And then, right at the end of Luke’s Gospel, he
revealed himself to other disciples through a survey of the Scriptures and then in the breaking of the
bread at a town called Emmaus. That is Luke’s way of telling us that Christ is also revealing himself
to us who gather each week on the day of his resurrection around the reading of scripture and the
breaking of the bread in holy communion. Christ is our life, says our Colossians text. And we are
revealed as living the life of Christ when, by the grace of God and the power of the Holy Spirit,
faith in the promise of our baptism takes hold in us and, like Christ, we live our lives for the sake of
others, focused not on earthly things like material wealth and world power, but on those around us
with whom we are able to share our abundance and our life in Christ. Maybe the world is falling
apart around us. It has happened before. But wherever Christ is revealed in the lives of us who bear
his name, even in the midst of disaster, there is life, abundant and everlasting. May we trust that
good news in the face of all the bad news around us. And may the peace of God, which passes all
understanding, keep our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.

