Sermon by Jeffrey L. Hawkins Zion Lutheran Church  11/29/2009
Lectionary Texts for First Sun in Advent [C]
Jeremiah 33:14-16

33:14 The days are surely coming, says the LORD, when I will fulfill the promise I made to the house of Israel and the house of Judah. 33:15 In those days and at that time I will cause a righteous Branch to spring up for David; and he shall execute justice and righteousness in the land. 33:16 In those days Judah will be saved and Jerusalem will live in safety. And this is the name by which it will be called: "The LORD is our righteousness."

1 Thessalonians 3:9-13

3:9 How can we thank God enough for you in return for all the joy that we feel before our God because of you? 3:10 Night and day we pray most earnestly that we may see you face to face and restore whatever is lacking in your faith. 3:11 Now may our God and Father himself and our Lord Jesus direct our way to you. 3:12 And may the Lord make you increase and abound in love for one another and for all, just as we abound in love for you. 3:13 And may he so strengthen your hearts in holiness that you may be blameless before our God and Father at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all his saints.

Luke 21:25-36     "There will be signs in the sun, the moon, and the stars, and on the earth distress among nations confused by the roaring of the sea and the waves. 21:26 People will faint from fear and foreboding of what is coming upon the world, for the powers of the heavens will be shaken. 21:27 Then they will see 'the Son of Man coming in a cloud' with power and great glory.  Now when these things begin to take place, stand up and raise your heads, because your redemption is drawing near."  Then he told them a parable: "Look at the fig tree and all the trees; as soon as they sprout leaves you can see for yourselves and know that summer is already near.  So also, when you see these things taking place, you know that the kingdom of God is near.  Truly I tell you, this generation will not pass away until all things have taken place. Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.  "Be on guard so that your hearts are not weighed down with dissipation and drunkenness and the worries of this life, and that day catch you unexpectedly, like a trap. For it will come upon all who live on the face of the whole earth.  Be alert at all times, praying that you may have the strength to escape all these things that will take place, and to stand before the Son of Man."
CHILDREN’S MESSAGE

-Manger scene figures on the journey


-Noisy Offering

SERMON

At this past week’s staff meeting, Marcia asked if the order of service to be printed in the bulletin for this First Sunday in Advent would be changing.

 “Yes,” I answered, “a different order of service signals a change in the season, from “the Sundays after Pentecost” that began June 7, to the season of Advent, which also begins the new liturgical year.”  I handed her a copy of the new order of service.  She began to review it and then, suddenly, she giggled, looked up at me, and said, “Do you really want me to put stay awake right before the sermon?”

Yes, it’s there; go ahead and look, and you will see that, indeed, it says “Stay Awake…” as the section heading before the sermon!  And no, it’s not a feeble attempt at humor by the Pastor (at least not entirely). These words, along with the words of the other section headings—

“Be Alert…”, “Prepare…”, “Watch…”—are taken directly from the Scripture lessons for the Sundays in Advent, in order to give us something of the flavor of the Church’s season before Christmas.  It is a flavor quite distinct from the world’s over-seasoned recipe.  For at least an hour each Sunday morning and a half-hour each Wednesday evening, we attempt to salt this season our own way, by withdrawing from the “overdone-ness” or “too-much-ness” of the world during this time, as we liturgically structure a kind of “l “emptiness” that goes with waiting and watching and hoping.  The feel of Advent may be compared to the feel of something baking in the oven.  When food is baking in the oven, there are signs that something promising is happening—such as the aroma that fills the air or the sound of juices sizzling.  But the table is still devoid of its food, the plates are still empty, the eaters still are not seated. The bulletin in front of you shows an attempt to order a Sunday service that is kinda like that—somewhat empty, certainly less adorned:  an experience that doesn’t provide as much as point to.  There is a “not-yet-but-soon” quality to it, to remind us that Church’s Advent is a season of promise. We are called to be alert and stay awake and prepare and watch for the promise to be fulfilled!  …because at the right moment the timer will indeed go off, the oven door will indeed come open, the platters will indeed be set on the table, the plates and seats will indeed be full.  But now we wait, encouraging each other as we sing and pray, “Something’s going to happen soon!” trusting in promise of the goodness to come.
But here is where it gets interesting.  Our common assumption of the “something” that is “going to happen” is “Christmas.”  We are watching and waiting and preparing for Christmas, of course!  We mimic the world’s “only 25 shopping days until Christmas” by saying “only 25 days until the baby Jesus arrives!”  Many of us join the world to prepare for Christmas by putting up trees and lights, and buying presents, and negotiating expectations and wrestlling with the demands of scheduling.  Of course, to this we add the important activity of “preparing our hearts” to receive the Christ-child anew into our lives.  As we watch the characters get closer to the manger and stay alert for angels to announce to shepherds and get ready to celebrate the miracle of God present in this lovely human life, it is like the drama that takes place the month before the first baby is born into a young family, when we focus with high anticipation on the due date and prepare the nursery and dream of the warm, cuddly infant snuggled in our loving arms and watch the mother-to-be for the signs that the promise is about to be fulfilled. We are getting ready for the Babe to arrive; we are getting ready for Christmas!  That’s the “something” that is “going to happen,” ready or not!  Right?

Well, yes … but, really, uh, no.

Yes, of course, the day Christmas will be here in 25 days.  Yes, of course we will gather at the table to celebrate the gift and miracle of God for us in the flesh, in the Babe of Christmas, Jesus of Nazareth—and here at Zion we will do so to the music of human voice and organ and trumpet and harp, joining choirs of angels, singing with exultation!

But, no, despite our frenzied activity, this is not the primary thing for which we are getting ready.  Christmas is not what Advent is about.  Christmas is not that to which we are wakefully alert during this liturgical season of the Church.  Christmas is not what we are waiting for during this pregnant time.  Rather, we are waiting and watching and hoping and preparing for something more majestic in its promise, more miraculous, more astounding, more deeply meaningful and consequential, more wonderful—something that Christmas represents, of course.  We, dear friends, are preparing for the fulfillment of a breathtaking promise.  The prophet Jeremiah said it this way:  The days are surely coming, says the LORD, when I will fulfill the promise I made to the house of Israel and the house of Judah.  In those days and at that time I will cause a righteous Branch to spring up for David; and he shall execute justice and righteousness in the land. In those days Judah will be saved and Jerusalem will live in safety. And this is the name by which it will be called: "The LORD is our righteousness."  According to the Apostle Paul, we are the new Israel, the new Judah for whom fulfillment is accomplished; we are the heirs to this promise and its fulfillment!


And so, what is the promise to us?  The promise is that God will find a way to break into this fallen, cursed world … with God’s governing reign of shalom, with heaven’s beautiful justice and lovely righteousness for all Creation!  The promise, according to Jesus in today’s Gospel lesson, is that the [very] Kingdom of God is near!
Do you understand what I am saying?  The unimaginable promise for which we are alert and waiting, dear friends,  is that Almighty God will definitively enter this difficult life 

· of pestilence and famine; of H1N1 and cancer and economic travail and growing food insecurity;

· of wars and rumors of wars, of injustice and climate change and the rape of the earth and its creatures; 

· of broken relationships; 

· of the roaring confusion and distress of nations;

· of fear and foreboding and the shaking of the earth and the heavens;

with the kind of power and authority that will execute righteousness and justice in the land; 

· with the kind of salvation that saves Judah [us!] and allows Jerusalem [us!] to live in safety;

· with the kind of salvation that is wholeness of life, that is holy health, now and forever.  

This, dear friends, is a crazy promise!  Nevertheless, it is the promise to which we cling by faith, the fulfillment of which we hope for so fiercely.  This, dear friends, is a crazy promise—especially when we acknowledge that the evidence of its fulfillment is very, very hard to see.

Indeed, the evidence of God’s Kingdom of beautiful justice and lovely righteousness here on earth is thin—which is what the Gospel lesson for today is all about.  In today’s Gospel lesson, Jesus makes a list that begins to describe the reality of the difficult life of these times. There will be signs in the sun, the moon, and the stars, and on the earth distress among nations confused by the roaring of the sea and the waves.  People will faint from fear and foreboding of what is coming upon the world, for the powers of the heavens will be shaken.  This is a description not only of the end-times, but also of the now-times.  Jesus’ message is not so much about specific events on a celestial calendar (so that we can determine when the timer goes off) as common events on the human calendar—every day of human life on this planet.  Jesus’ point is that the daily life experienced by human beings in a fallen world is hard, often dismal, even hopeless…which begs the question:  Where is God in all this?  Where is the evidence that God’s Kingdom of Justice and Righteousness is breaking in?  In our minds we issue a challenge:  “Words of promise are nice, Jesus, but I just don’t see it!  Show me, Jesus, the evidence of your claim!”

Jesus responds to this challenge by making a most astounding declaration:  When these things take place, [when evidence is most thin and life is most dreary or terrifying] stand up and raise your heads [don’t cower, don’t be beaten down in hopelessness]…for [it is precisely at this point, O Beloved of God] that your redemption is drawing near!
The first disciples, perhaps no different than us, must have heard these words of Jesus only to register confusion or even disbelief on their faces.  “You are telling me, dear friend Jesus, that ‘no evidence’ is, in fact, ‘true evidence,’ that ‘bad’ is in fact ‘good’?” They shake their heads.

I can imagine Jesus nodding his head, and with a wry smile explaining further.  Then he told them a parable: "Look at the fig tree and all the trees; as soon as they sprout leaves you can see for yourselves and know that summer is already near.  So also, when you see these things taking place, you know that the kingdom of God is near.  I can imagine Jesus concluding this parable by saying, “You just have to know how to read the signs.”

I can think of an example from my own experience when this upside-down scheme of Jesus is true.  Let’s say that a person comes to the pastor in distress due to an alcoholic spouse.  For years the spouse has tried to cover over the problem, to rescue or reform, to hide bottles, to plead, to reason, to make things better.  The one thing she has not done is let go of the responsibility that is properly her spouse’s by allowing the consequences of his choices to play out.  Through counseling she sees the need for this, and finally musters the wherewithal to draw some boundaries, to behave in less over-responsible ways, to let her spouse make his choices and suffer the consequences.  It is painful.  It is difficult.  But she does it.  And you know what usually happens? Things get worse, often much worse.  There is fear and foreboding and its as if the very heavens are shaken.  She comes to the pastor and describes the resultant tribulation, and the pastor makes the most audacious claim:  “What you are describing are signs that your strategy is working.  Your redemption is drawing near.”  Huh?  “Yes,” says the pastor, “you are breaking a longstanding pattern in your family system, and the system is working overtime to try to get you to go back to the way it was.  This means that you are having an effect.  This means that it is working.  Hang on, and if you do not adapt back down to the system’s sickness, the system will have to adapt up to your better health.  When you see these things taking place, you know that the Kingdom of God is drawing near.”  You just have to know how to read the signs


We gather on this First Sunday in Advent to be alert to the signs that the breathtaking promise of God is being fulfilled, dear friends.  During these 25 days until Christmas, can we see distress and trouble, trial and tribulation?  Of course we can.  And so, can we by faith also see God there, bringing the Kingdom of Shalom?  Well, we gather now twice a week to keep trying.  And as we gather to watch and to wait and to hop in faith, we are grateful for the beautiful aroma of justice and the lovely sizzle of righteousness to encourage us to trust in the promise, even if we still see only empty plates and platters. 

On Thanksgiving Day, I was supposed to have the turkey done at 4pm.  By 5pm there were complaints and rumbling stomachs as the table sat empty. But, at 6pm, the timer went off.  The bird was carved.  Soon the plates were full.  The promise was fulfilled.  Aroma and sizzle turned into the distended stomachs of celebration.  

Be alert.  The Kingdom of God is near.

Amen.
