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Zephaniah 3:14-20
3:14 Sing aloud, O daughter Zion; shout, O Israel! Rejoice and exult with all your heart, O daughter Jerusalem!
3:15 The LORD has taken away the judgments against you, he has turned away your enemies. The king of Israel, the LORD, is in your midst; you shall fear disaster no more.3:16 On that day it shall be said to Jerusalem: Do not fear, O Zion; do not let your hands grow weak.3:17 The LORD, your God, is in your midst, a warrior who gives victory; he will rejoice over you with gladness, he will renew you in his love; he will exult over you with loud singing
3:18 as on a day of festival. I will remove disaster from you, so that you will not bear reproach for it.
3:19 I will deal with all your oppressors at that time. And I will save the lame and gather the outcast, and I will change their shame into praise and renown in all the earth.3:20 At that time I will bring you home, at the time when I gather you; for I will make you renowned and praised among all the peoples of the earth, when I restore your fortunes before your eyes, says the LORD. 
Philippians 4:4-7
4:4 Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice.4:5 Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near.4:6 Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God.4:7 And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.

Luke 3:1-6, 7-18
In the fifteenth year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius, when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, and Herod was ruler of Galilee, and his brother Philip ruler of the region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias ruler of Abilene, during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the wilderness.  He went into all the region around the Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins, as it is written in the book of the words of the prophet Isaiah, "The voice of one crying out in the wilderness: 'Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.  Every valley shall be filled, and every mountain and hill shall be made low, and the crooked shall be made straight, and the rough ways made smooth; and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.'"
John said to the crowds that came out to be baptized by him, "You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Bear fruits worthy of repentance. Do not begin to say to yourselves, 'We have Abraham as our ancestor'; for I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children to Abraham. Even now the ax is lying at the root of the trees; every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire." And the crowds asked him, "What then should we do?" In reply he said to them, "Whoever has two coats must share with anyone who has none; and whoever has food must do likewise." Even tax collectors came to be baptized, and they asked him, "Teacher, what should we do?" He said to them, "Collect no more than the amount prescribed for you." Soldiers also asked him, "And we, what should we do?" He said to them, "Do not extort money from anyone by threats or false accusation, and be satisfied with your wages." As the people were filled with expectation, and all were questioning in their hearts concerning John, whether he might be the Messiah, John answered all of them by saying, "I baptize you with water; but one who is more powerful than I is coming; I am not worthy to untie the thong of his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. His winnowing fork is in his hand, to clear his threshing floor and to gather the wheat into his granary; but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire." So, with many other exhortations, he proclaimed the good news to the people.
CHILDREN’S MESSAGE--Manger scene figures on the journey & Noisy Offering

SERMON

The Gospel lessons appointed for the Second and Third Sundays in Advent each focused on the preaching of John the Baptist.  Last week we heard him herald a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  We learned that repentance means change, and heard John declare that God was bringing change in huge way.  We listened as this forerunner of the Messiah announced [that]: Every valley shall be filled, and every mountain and hill shall be made low, and the crooked shall be made straight, and the rough ways made smooth, and all flesh shall see the salvation of God!  This describes a change so sweeping that it includes not only the individual human heart but moves to all humanity and extends to the farthest reaches of Creation!  “When the Messiah comes, the changes will intensify beyond belief,” John seems to be saying, when he cries:  He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire!  The point is that God is doing something unavoidably HUGE.

The crowds listening to John get his point about the unavoidable sweeping changes.  They wonder and worry, “If God is, indeed, changing everything; if God is, indeed, changing ME, what, then, should I do?”  John’s is the answer of simple logic: Bear fruits worthy of repentance.  That is, get with the program!  If God is bringing change, don’t resist it.  If you have been changed, then act like it.  If you have been transformed into a Lover, then do acts of love.  It is a simple logic that John follows.

Simple logic can be anything but simple in practice, of course.  As Lutherans we understand ourselves to be both changed and not changed—to be both saint and sinner at the same, time, a strange paradox which means that our actions can spring from either side of our identity.  From the sinner side, we are not changed:  we still hold grudges, and refuse to share and cause harm to the whole Creation.  But as forgiven sinners—from our saint side—we are afforded the opportunity to be free from the patterns and compulsions of our sinful past; we get to start over unfettered to make choices consistent with the changes God is working in the world.  John is telling the crowds—telling us—to live out of our new selves.  Bear fruits worthy of repentance.  Walk the talk!
Last Thursday morning, after re-reading the text about bearing the fruits of repentance, I happened to read an excerpt from an Episcopal Diocesan newsletter.  I found it an interesting juxtaposition.  Basically, the article said that most small mainline churches are dying because they are not following this simple logic and exhortation of John the Baptist to bear fruits worthy of repentance.  It’s lengthy, but I’d like to share it with you.

The article is written by the Rev. Patricia Hanen, the congregation development officer for Episcopal Diocese in Ohio, which means that among other duties she oversees church closings.  Since 1994,12 of the 108 congregations in her diocese have closed, 3 more have requests to close, and she expects an additional 5-10 to close in the next five years.  She writes:

For a parish [in our area] to afford a full-time clergyperson and other ‘usual’ parish expenditures, the normal operating income needs to be about $157,000.  The average pledge in our congregations is about $1500 per year.  So a congregation needs about 100 pledges in order to sustain itself without investment or endowment income.  Common congregational development wisdom suggests a close relationship between average Sunday attendance (ASA) and the number of pledges.  The ASA of our 5 largest congregations is 353, but the ASA of the next 19 congregations is 139, and the ASA of the remaining 68 congregations is 50.  Thus three-quarters of our congregations lack an ASA sufficient to support the congregational model most of us recognize as the [ ] church…

Most congregations without financial resources to support the institutional model we consider ‘normal’ are in ‘maintenance’ mode, not ‘mission’ mode.  Congregations that spend most of their time worrying about survival tend not to be mission-oriented, evangelistic, or terribly energetic.

“Most of the closings in the past 15 years came about as congregational leaders recognized that they did not have the financial resources or the congregational energy to sustain the kind of organization they once had…Congregational life shrinks to three or four hours on Sunday morning because it’s what we’re most used to and because it takes the least energy to manage.  Congregations of all sizes hit homeostasis when the largest number of people is satisfied with the smallest investment of effort—we often call that ‘tradition’ and oppose any changes to it.

My experience tells me that very few of our congregations of 50 ASA and below have a lively liturgical experience that would appeal to unchurched people under 50.  Very few of them do much hands-on outreach as a parish in their community, and very few engage in significant adult education or faith formation throughout the year.  Almost all of our congregations with an ASA of 50 or below think of themselves as warm and friendly churches, but they don’t follow up with Sunday visitors, they don’t offer activities beyond Sunday morning as possibilities to meet the congregation, and they don’t invite people they know to do anything interesting at the church.  They might have the yearly pancake supper or fish fry or spaghetti fundraiser, but that’s a different consumer focus.

Based on a Lilly [Endowment]-funded study of 150 growing mainline churches, Martha Grace Reese makes three crucial points about [the] faith sharing [necessary to sustain them]:  [1] The heart of evangelism is being in love with God, being part of a church you love, and caring about people who do not live with this faith; [2] People in evangelistic churches can tell you what difference being a Christian makes in their life; and [3] Key leaders in growing churches of every theological stripe keep a laser-like focus on (a) church members’ growing relationships with Christ, and (b) sharing their faith with others.

Rev. Haney concludes:  “If you have a relationship with God that makes a difference in your life, if your church supports you in that relationship and encourages and teaches you how to share that relationship with others, then your church doesn’t have to close.

Basically, Rev. Hanen is speaking to congregations in the same way that John the Baptist was speaking to crowds.  Like John, she acknowledges the threat of not walking the talk, the threat of congregational demise.  John screams, Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come! and threatens, Every tree that does not bear fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire!  His hearers respond, “Oh no! Tell us what to do!’  Rev. Hanen says more quietly that congregations that aren’t in mission mode—that are not bearing fruit—will eventually close.  “Oh no!” we worry, “if this is happening to congregations like ours, then what can we do to make sure we avoid it?”  No, I don’t think that Zion is on the verge of closing or is anywhere near it.  But I am mindful that our struggles have turned us inward and have taken energy and resources from us.  Therefore, I am convinced of the wisdom of taking the next step that I am planning for January, a step designed to help us again turn outward in mission.  In preparation for this step, I have given Zion’s Council members an assignment over the past couple of months.  I asked them to  Name three specific ways that the larger community needs the ministry of Zion Lutheran Church.  I’d like to fine-tune the question and ask it of you this morning.  If we have, indeed, been changed by God’s love to be lovers, how specifically does our community need to be loved by Zion?  Answering this and similar questions will begin again to give us a handle on our mission, which is a handle on what God is doing here, which is a handle on the HUGE changes that God is working in our community right now!  So, please take about 4 minutes now and try to come up with at least 3 answers to this question.  Feel free to work in pairs or small groups with those around you.

[Listen to responses for a short time]


Here’s my plan for January:  I want to spend Sunday, January 10 and Sunday, January 17 focusing very specifically on questions similar to this one.  I’d like to ask that you please arrange your schedule so that you can spend from 9am-11:30am here at Zion on those days.  I’ll introduce some ideas during worship.  We’ll gather downstairs and follow up with conversation for an hour or so afterward.  

This is important work as you prepare for your new pastor, of course.  An interviewing pastor, in one fashion or another, will be asking the questions, “How are you bearing the fruit as a congregation?  How are you in tune with what God is doing here?  How are you living your new identity in Christ, as lovers of your community in his name?  How are you being led by the Spirit?”  We would be embarrassed to say along with those small Ohio churches, “We don’t…we aren’t…we’re not.”


We ARE bearing fruit, dear friends, and we will continue to bear fruit with new enthusiasm in the new year.  Last week, for example, I sat around a table with your Elders, who were bright-eyed with new energy as they imagined and started to organize a creative way to love the hungry of our community with Christ’s love.  They were fairly bursting with excitement as they laid plans to bring this effort to us in January.  (If you are curious about this and just can’t wait for the January Teller to arrive at your home, find an Elder and ask her about it.)  

God is leveling mountains and filling valleys and changing hearts and stirring action here!  Thanks be to God.  Amen.
