Sermon preached @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore 5 December 2010

Second Sunday of Advent

"While you wait"


I overstated my case last week when I said Advent was not a time of preparation.


It certainly is.


Clo, in her children's sermon, was better when she said she was grateful for Advent's encouragement to meditate, be still and quiet.


What I was focused on was believing that even in the worst of times, in the heart of darkness, new life is developing;  growth, 'though hidden, is taking place.


Let me put it another way:   We don't come to church to feel good, but to get better.


Certainly the people flocked to Jesus because he healed them;  and certainly we don't get very far if we don't basically enjoy our associations and the liturgy here.   We are, we believe, an extension of Jesus himself, and his healing works through us;   but healing often hurts, as we well know, and only over time does character build through church membership --- what we call "discipleship."


All this is a build-up to John the Baptist, who appears on the scene today in Matthew's Gospel --- which will be our major Gospel for this new church year, just as Luke was for last year and Mark will be next year, with John worked in at selected times in all three years.


John the Baptist is particularly hard on people such as we:   God-fearing, devoted, trying our best to live right.   "But when he saw many Pharisees and Sadducees coming for baptism, he said to them, 'You brood of vipers!   Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?   Bear fruit worthy of repentance."


The early church was fascinated by John the Baptist;   "mesmerized" might be a better word for it.   All four of the Gospels that the first councils eventually settled on:   Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John --- give John an important place.   Like the crazy aunt every new family member eventually must know about, this wild-eyed loner is as basic to Jesus as the church itself.  One doesn't exist without the other.


John is absolutely central to Advent.  If you're going to prepare, you'd better get your act together.   Waiting is sentimental escapism without good works.   Not rules, but relationships;  not allegiance, but justice, are John's bedrock.


That makes him particularly hard on anyone who has already joined up.   You represent;  you don't just sail on your own little life-raft;   and anything you agree with other believers about stands out for the world to see.


John is not saying God-fearing folks bring in the kingdom.  The kingdom, the sphere, the influence, of God comes on its own.   "Do not presume 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.'"


We'll hear more talk like this, for this is Matthew, and Matthew's our Gospel for the rest of 2010 and most of 2011.


John the Baptist throws us into the water, so we learn to swim early on.


Different pastors put it different ways, but there is no escape from social justice with Jesus Christ.   Both he and John were put to death by the governments of their day.   Twist it however you want, the saving knowledge of God's love puts us into the legislature, before the judges, into  the current situation.   If we're debating a choice of life support for a family member, the fruit is there.   If, for example, a Jewish patrol organization  is charged with abusing a black youth, the teen-ager quoted in Friday's paper got it right:   "Why isn't it a community patrol, with both whites and blacks?"


If Congress is debating "Don't ask, don't tell," it's up to us as Christians to remind John McCain and other Senators that we have a civilian-controlled  military, and the polls show the majority of Americans favor allowing gay people to serve openly.


Without practical application of Scripture, church is an abusive system.   We've seen plenty of that in the last few years, with far-right representation of what the Bible says, whether it's Rome on birth-control or Fred Phelps on homosexuality.    We are not represented by such rigid positions.   We stand in a tradition that is more open to difference of opinion, but that nonetheless stands up for human rights.   A glance at our Global Ministries Prayer Calendar shows United Methodists supporting women's development, youth development, the granting of opportunities to poor people, and all sorts of uplift projects from Mississippi to the Philippines.


WHILE WE WAIT for the next stage in God's world, let us pray and work for better conditions, here and beyond....

...in Jesus' name.     Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
