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INI
Coming to the End of this Week of Sundays

Every Easter Season, which is made up of a week of Sundays (the first Sunday of Easter,
the second Sunday of Easter) always makes me think of a novel by John Updike, A
Month of Sundays. In it a minister, a priest, is deposed by his bishop for having an
affair with his organist, and is sentenced to spend a month at a retreat center, writing
something original (a sermon, a sermon to himself?) each and every day of the month. It
is then, a month of Sundays. We travel with him down a difficult pathway as he deals
with his cheated upon wife, his parish, his bisexual curate, his bishop, and others. Why
I'am reminded of this during the Easter Season is that we like this clergyman are called
upon to be witnesses to the resurrection. We, like Thomas, may have our doubts, or like
Mary Magdalene, may not recognize the resurrected Jesus. Tom Marshfield (also
known by many other names in Updike’s novels) is like the man (or woman, for that
matter) that walks between two paths in the Psalm for this morning. He struggles to
make sense of his choices, and that is Updike’s constant theme, especially in this trilogy
based on The Scarlet Letter. Written in the late seventies, as the presidency was
struggling to survive the sins of Richard Nixon, the time then, seems like a time now, as
we struggle to understand not only Easter, but the entire world as well.

What would you write as your sermon for our time?

What would command your attention as you looked at both church and world? What
would command your faith with a God who is suddenly absent. (It is the Sunday after
the Ascension, after all.) We are living in a time full of Tom Marshfields, or Pamela
Marshfields. We are challenged by the mores of our time which seem to be
disappearing from life itself, and especially from the lives of those we had hoped to
admire and to follow. What would it be like to keep a journal of decisions made —
decisions between good and evil, or between mattering and not mattering , or between
caring and not caring. It might be an interesting thing for all of us to do. To keep a
spiritual journal for several weeks, admitting everything, absenting nothing. And what
would we do at the end of the month of sermons written to ourselves? I would propose
that we would gather together and have a service of confession and absolution, taking
in earnest the words, “I forgive you.” We might even be called to forgive someone else.

1 The Seventh Sunday of Easter, 12 May 2024



made the difficult decision about Jesus. There was also Peter and his denial. “The cock
crew and Jesus looked at Peter and he wept bitterly” Judas and Peter walking the same
path as every man and every woman. I wonder if they kept a journal in their heads,

The Two Ways

So what can advise us in this life dilemma? Artur Weiser calls the psalm for this
morning, “The Two Ways,” and that is an excellent way to characterize it. Tt begins, and
by default the whole collection begins with a beatitude - a blessing. It becomes a psalm

There is another way, another choice that is described with the image of a tree planted
near abundant water. Such a description is also seen in Jeremiah (17:8): “They are like a

tree planted beside the waters that stretches out its roots to the stream: It does not fear

The Spirit

Finally, are we left alone in this dilemma? In the novel Tom Marshfield is consigned to
spending a great deal of his time alone - time thinking on his decisions, his failures, his
vocation, his future. In the Gospel for this morning in the so-called “High Priestly
Prayer” Jesus recalls all that he has done for those who followed him. Listen to the
verbs, they received the Words, protect them, I guarded them, they may have joy. The
real clue and the final clincher is this, “Sanctify them in the truth.” And there it is
lurking beneath the surface in his prayer with the disciples, the promise of
Sanctification - the gift of the Holy Spirit. There is a name for the Holy Spirit that isn’t

2 The Seventh Sunday of Easter, 12 May 2024



used all that much. That name is “the Paraclete.” The Greek means, the one who walks
right next to you, supporting you, accompanying you, guiding you. So as we walk
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