Sermon preached @ 8:30 a.m. service 13 December @ Bethesda UMC/Balt

Third Sunday of Advent

"Honest, humble"


Two characteristics of John the Baptist stand out:   Honesty, and humility.


Of course, he was a wild-eyed hermit;   but something genuine drew people to him.   Something helpful in his character caused people to ask, "What then shall we do?"


John was pastoral.


He took the questions seriously, and answered them specifically:


Everybody who has two coats must share with anyone who has none.


Tax-collectors:  Jews despised because they worked for Rome, he told,  "Collect no more than the amount prescribed for you."   Soldiers were told, "Do not extort money from anyone by threats or false accusation, and be satisfied with your wages."


And, he said, more's coming:  "I baptize you with water, but one who is more powerful than I is coming...He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire."


With that, we come into the big, big point of Advent:   More really is up ahead, and that in itself is joy.


Walk around this idea.   Look at it from different angles.    


Last Sunday we said too much emphasis on the future could cause us to miss the joy we're given in the present.


Now, today, we're getting closer to the Big Event.   Advent, after all, only has 4 Sundays, and then there's Christmas.


All this is symbolic, of course:  stuff you can only talk about sideways, but no less true for that, like the language of love always is.


Today we say, as in the old kids' game, "We're getting warmer"...closer, in other words....and that means it IS good to live focused on the future, because the future is so close.


Let me look at it from another position:   When we come to church, we spend lots of time complaining:   Our aches, our mates, the world, people in general.


That's good, up to a point.   It means we feel honest here, loved, and able to love.   Things are astonishingly wrong, and I've got all I can handle, and I see you have, too.


After awhile, though, something else takes over. 


 Some of us are more laconic.   We don't say, "Glory be!"   That's not our character;   but most of us, most Sundays, don't stop with a "pity party."


That, I say, is today's theme.   We may light a pink candle.   Christmas decorations creep in through the purple and the shadows.   Toys, in our case here at Bethesda, crowd the altar --- this is our Birthday Party for Jesus, and we get a moment to share things before they go to folks who need, more than we, this kind of delight...


That's this third Sunday of Advent:   We're humble before the prospect of happiness beyond our control.


"Do you suppose...?"   we say to one another, and then our imagination flies off into all sorts of images.


Being a very human book, the Bible does this a lot.   It says Jesus, after enduring the pain of the Cross, now "sitteth at the right hand of God the Father Almighty;"  the point being, RIGHT NOW is better for us because he's done so well --- he's pulling us there by his spirit in our hearts.


Paul even says the whole creation is groaning in labor pains..."Do not worry about ANYTHING," he insists to the Philippians.


I'm working with a group of ministers on fire to reduce violence in Baltimore,   Like Charlie Brown with that football, part of me holds back.   Why should I trust Lucy?   She's pulled it back again and again, and I've fallen flat.


We face such challenges every day, and fail lots of times.   Honestly, things ARE in sad shape; and, as Peter exclaimed to Jesus after the miraculous catch of fish, "Lord, depart from me, for I am a sinful man!" 


 John the Baptist tells it like it is.   Church is complainers, telling God and each other, "Times is bad all over."   Honest.


There's somebody in every congregation who won't let it stop there, though.    Something in the liturgy doesn't settle for misery or criticism.   
Another world is in the making, and we're part of it.


The Spirit won't let us stick at sorrow, or judgment.  


 Right now, there are things to do.   Whatever our situation, there's a dish to wash, a prayer to pray, a bill to pay, a gift to give...


Pray for humility before this great God of ours.   Pray this church will be brave and loving.   Pray we won't stop with honesty, but will proceed to following orders as the Master gives them, in our deliberations, in our donations, in the way we pass the peace and encourage one another.


May we have the joy of LIVING INTO the Promise of God, through Jesus Christ.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor 

