Sermon preached 6 December 2009 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Second Sunday of Advent

"Promises"


Have you ever lived with someone who just can't wait for tomorrow?


"When we get the mortgage paid," or "graduate," or "the kids leave," or "Christmas Eve,"...   Anything but "now," in other words?


Well, today is their Sunday.


All the biblical texts look ahead.


Micah, the Old Testament prophet, speaks to returned exiles disappointed with the homeland.   Things will improve, he says;   but a whole lot will have to change first.    "But who can endure the day of his coming, and who can stand when he appears?"


John the Baptist's father Zechariah celebrates his son's circumcision with one of those lovely songs Luke produces for big events.   This one isn't praising the occasion so much as what the boy will grow up to do.    "And you, child, will be called the prophet of the most high;   for you will go before the Lord to prepare his ways, to give knowledge of salvation to his people by the forgiveness of their sins."


Then in the Epistle, Paul points his beloved Philippians to the soon-to-be return of Jesus:   "...this is my prayer...that in the day of Christ you may be pure and blameless, having produced the harvest of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ for the glory and praise of God."


Finally, for the Gospel reading, we have John the Baptist grown up, and using all the Old Testament references he can find to get people ready for Jesus.    "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."'"


Everything is later on.


The present is just preparation.


That's certainly part of life;  and it's part of Advent,  to lift up this quality of all our days, and give us time to reflect on its integration into the total picture.


As disciples, we anticipate.


In serving Holy Communion, I often point out that the meal is shared not only with those who have died; not only with those all over the world who are partaking at this very moment; but also with those still to come, for whom we prepare the way.   The communion of saints is that broad;  our influence is that grand and mystical.


It does get tiresome, however, to live with someone only focused on the future.


Right now, e.g., the promises of peace coming from our government are looking pretty thin to most Americans.   Our task as citizens is to pray through this disillusionment, that it may turn into something more mature and constructive than the course our leaders are advocating.   Congress, specifically, has a bigger part to play in leadership than most of us have ever seen;   and Congress, by the Constitution, comes closer to the grass-roots --- to us, the people --- than the Executive Branch.


Folks who focus too much on the future can be in denial about the present.    That surely tempts our Mayor, convicted and tarnished in reputation, however effective she has been as an administrator.   Again, our prayers must be devoted to an acknowledgement of wrong-doing, as far as due process can reveal, and for increased respect for political processes --- not only hers, but ours, as voting, active citizens.


The promises, at bottom, are not for some distant future.   They are all real, partly here, partly already fulfilled, and part still to come.


At this table, the whole family is welcomed.   Ancestors, descendants, foreigners:  These are the guests.   The king has sent his slaves out to beat the bushes;   the invited folks were too busy;  this scruffy lot is sitting down to pheasant under glass.


That's the promise:   That all these strangers, these little ones, these unexpected heroes and heroines --- you and I --- are the chosen ones;  and that this royal priesthood of vagabonds is God's army of occupation.


Look ahead;   but don't miss the peace already present in this beautiful first course of eternity. 
        We've a great deal to be thankful for already.   To build on the beauty already in our midst is our purpose;   not to miss a single item of good looks, kind hearts, right here, as we pass the peace.


Bless it all; and, BE a blessing, to the rest of us. 

         The promises in such an attitude reach far and wide. 

         They'll go home with you;   they'll stick with me;  and the future can be trusted, because the present is so good.


Those are promises --- through Jesus Christ.  


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
