Sermon prepared for but not preached on 20 December 2009 @ Bethesda

(Services cancelled by snow)

Fourth Sunday of Advent

"Already now!"

With broad brush, we cover all aspects of waiting and anticipation in the four Sundays of Advent.


Today we're so close to what we're waiting for that we can hardly stand it.


Christmas really is "just around the corner;" and Christmas, in the Advent Sundays, stands for all we anticipate, all we work and wait for,  all our lives.


"The babe leapt in her womb..."


A group of retired ministers I meet with monthly, started its December gathering thinking about death, "since we're all getting closer to it," as one said.


"I figure it's OK any time now," said one, still vigorous in his 80's.


Another, who moved with his wife into Charlestown Retirement Center several years ago, said, "I don't mind dying so much.  It's the falling apart I dread."


"That's the ticket," I responded.   "As theologians, people elected by the church to express the Gospel in practical yet global terms, our challenge, in this generation that's outliving all previous ones, is to find the positive side of this dissolution of body and mind we face so squarely."


Already now.


"How could God let this happen to me?  or to my mother, wife, boss, son, dear friend?"


Babies aren't the last word in good news, after all.  


 I was in a class once with a woman who'd had twelve.   Slim, attractive, bright, when asked how she managed, she replied, "The first one took all my time.  After that, it didn't matter."


My anthropology professor at the University of Texas, a delightful little white-haired native of the Basque country in the north of Spain, said his people had a custom called "cuvado," in which the new father goes to bed for several weeks after a child is born, to recover from the shock.


Never forget, also, that there's a whole school of thought that holds there are too many babies:  We must protect ourselves in an overpopulated world.


Of course, that's contrary to the Gospel.   The person that has two  coats must share with one who has none, John the Baptist told us last week;  and we know how fundamentally, wildly generous Jesus was, and told his disciples to be.


There's the rub.


This is the theme of this fourth Advent Sunday:   Close as you are, clear as you see tomorrow, there's no controlling it.


Your best expectations are just that:   Expectations.


Jesus' arrival ANY time is upsetting, traumatizing, revolutionary.


To be alive at all is such a trip;  and to die is not more mysterious than tomorrow.


To be frightened is very, very common.   Being right up close to God, with that newborn baby in your arms, or that kicking in your stomach beforehand, is sublime, and it's terrifying.


Scientists in the "whole foods" movement tell us we can feed far more people organically, without pesticides and growth hormones.  


 Simple villagers in Africa and Latin America are turning desert into rain forest by plain, practical farming techniques developed thousands of years ago. 


The future is as friendly as we make it, in such a view.


There's a special hush just before what we know is coming, happens.


The bride's room; the delivery room;  the moment before the first shot is fired;   after you've signed the papers, but before you've moved in...


This time has a unique insecurity like no other.


My friend Margrit speaks of a preacher friend who sometimes gets to a painful point in sermon preparation where he says, "I'm still pregnant."

Today we recognize that aspect of life:  Offer it to God; and wait; and work; and pray some more.


Already now, God is with us.


We can see ---but not everything is clear. 

         We get the drift, but opening our sails to the wind of the Spirit is still a new yoga, a new way;  and we turn to one another, for help, and wisdom.


Mary turned to Elizabeth;  and Mary's visit thrilled Elizabeth.


Together, we wait...pray...prepare.


So soon...


Already now ---in Jesus Christ.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor

