Sermon preached @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore Sunday 19 December 2010

Fourth Sunday of Advent

"Openly waiting"


Two stories make us think about very openly waiting.


The first, in the Old Testament lesson, shows the prophet Isaiah pushing his king to have faith.


The king had held back from joining an alliance of  two small nations against a huge empire.   Now those two were bearing down, and whether the king was cowardly, or depressed, or an unbeliever --- whatever held him back --- Isaiah insisted with an example:   "Look, this young woman will bear a son, and name him Immanuel, or 'God is with us.'   Before the child can think rationally, both those powers you fear will vanish."


The other story, in the Gospel for today, shows Joseph first doubting, then accepting, then following orders by naming his and Mary's son "Jesus," or "He shall save."


So, what are some contemporary examples of the sort of obvious, focused waiting this fourth Sunday of Advent asks us to consider?


One is the moment just after the passage of the civil rights legislation in the 1960's --- when we saw all manner of black people registering to vote:   dignified, patient, THERE.


Another is the last few days before a normal delivery, when there's no mistaking, it's only a matter of time.


Both personally and in the larger social setting, we can be aware of such poised times.


In the Old Testament setting, the story became one of encouragement for all sorts of subsequent situations --- God's word to those who confidently step out, overcoming fear, because the signs beckon a trusting heart and a brave fellowship of belief.


In the Gospel, think of the circumstances:   It is now 30 or 40 years since Jesus died.   The movement has grown within Judaism, but the tensions have burst the bonds between those who see Jesus as the promised Messiah, and those who cannot.   Now we stand at the beginning of separateness sure and certain.   To move forward now is to see connections to every part of the Biblical story in Jesus and those around him.   Solid ground has now been found for this kind of organization, this kind of worship centered around God's act in Jesus Christ.   Now the waiting is clearly around the character and history of Jesus.


That puts Matthew's church very near to ours.


We, too, stand on firm ground believing in Jesus.   All our resources and traditions center on him.   All our prayers are in his name.


What is hard for us to see, and yet essential, is the similarity between us and Matthew -- or us and Joseph, if you want to put it that way.   Joseph had no religious community supporting him, no past to refer to, no future to expect;   yet he was up close to the facts.   Matthew gives him an angel voice;   that's no different than the inner conviction we operate with, to stay open, do good work in Jesus' name, and be open to the next day as it comes.


We are very near tomorrow, in our personal lives, as a congregation, and as members of the universal church with all its diversity.   In this modern day, we know some of us, some parts of each of us, could be Buddhists, or Muslims, or atheists, or other pilgrims of spirituality.   Yet, like Matthew, and like Joseph, we have sound footing in our tradition.    God speaks here.   Our orders come through the good things in this tradition, and the loving hearts in this fellowship.


But we are openly waiting.   What's next for us personally, and as a fellowship, and even as a denomination, even as the church universal, is so close we can almost see its outlines.    It won't be "your grandmother's church."    Our children in the faith will walk differently and serve in ways strange to us.


To see that, without being discouraged, is to follow Joseph this Sunday.   What in the world will Matthew's church become?    What in the world does the Lord have in mind for Joseph, Mary, and Jesus?


Thus we close Advent with a sense of the PROVIDENCE of God.    Sometimes we wait for  things far away, as blacks in slavery times and in the Jim Crow South did, giving us out of their suffering and endurance our wonderful spirituals.


Sometimes we wait very close to a revolution, as I believe we are now as a nation.


At all times, we wait, for the God who comes, in Jesus Christ.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
