Sermon preached @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore 29 November 2009

First Sunday  of Advent

"Waiting and remembering"


We should never forget that the Bible is a lived book.


By that I mean people experienced things and then wrote about them;  and then, gradually, the great community of religious people called Israel, and then church, leaned on these writings often enough that they worked their way into a canon, or list of accepted texts;  and then interpretations of these texts grew and multiplied over and over, and over centuries and even millennia.


I've never felt that gave us any right to say the Bible was the only way to heaven.,


What I have agreed with is the church's assertion that Scripture

provides sufficient information for a good, satisfying, open-minded life.


So, we come to a season when a whole range of reflections on waiting teach us.


Advent is the waiting poem, or play, or story, or song.


It starts with silence.


Sh-h-h-h!, it says.   You can learn by being still.   God likes silence.   Remember that.   Grow all year with that in mind.    Drive without the radio.   Pray without words. 


  Although the Bible would never have come to us without a committee, the committee had something to work on that mostly came from individuals, and they often thought alone.  


 The individual silences in this room give us the springboard for worship.


Now we are ready for the first lesson, which is about waiting.


Jeremiah had been the prophet of doom.   While all the king's admirers and the leaders of  Jerusalem spoke hopeful words, Jeremiah had insisted on doom and defeat.  


Now it has come, and they've pulled Jeremiah out of the well where they'd thrown him;  and now, while everybody is weeping, and the occupation by the enemy is underway, suddenly, Jeremiah whistles a happy tune: " In those days Judah will be saved and Jerusalem will live in safety."


There is every reason to remember and preserve this word.   Timeless power abides in being reminded it is no crazier to hope than to grieve.   We have found this useful over the generations.   It shapes our life together.   It draws us beyond our privacy.   Like walking though the Red Sea dryshod, remembering Jeremiah whistling while Jerusalem burned connects us with life beyond death, beyond loneliness, even beyond terror.


So we remember, whenever we wait, whenever we sit still, when we let go, when we stop awhile.


Still, the early Church was troubled by bad dreams while it waited.


Generations of Jews had predicted end-times in those turbulent international centuries.   Babylon, Assyria, Alexander the Great, Rome ---only God could straighten things out for Israel.   We call it apocalyptic thinking, and it comes over and over when times seem beyond human control, and justice is overshadowed with tyranny.


Jesus is identified with this mind-set in today's Gospel lesson.


"Be on guard so that your hearts are not weighed down with dissipation and drunkenness  and the worries of this life, and that day does not catch you unexpectedly like a trap."



I have lived a long life, and there's never been a time in it when a preacher couldn't   use this text, or others like it.   The end of time, the last day, are real possibilities.   Attitude is everything.


There is absolutely no security outside faith.   That is the sum of all our silence, all our waiting, all our remembering.


We are stripped bare of everything but God.


Not everybody believes this.


We forget it, ourselves, on a regular basis.


That ii what    the silence, and the waiting,  and the remembering, continue to teach us.


Year after year, changed people, yet still strangely the same, we go through the Advent learning experience.


Each time, the words mean different things.   We have different things to tell.  We see differently.


"Be still, and know that I am God."


Waiting and remembering, through Jesus Christ.


Amen.
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