Sermon preached @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore 28 November 2010

First Sunday of Advent/United Methodist Student Sunday

"Reliable"


I worked hard on this sermon


I set aside time.   I prayed.   I studied the texts.   I read the commentaries...and nothing came.


Then it dawned on me:   This is what we're being told.


In this short, 4-week season at the beginning of the liturgical, or church, year, we're not preparing for Christmas.   Much as our culture would have us believe that, these are not weeks of anticipation, buying, frenzy.


These are weeks of contemplation, meditation, isolation.


This is not the season to be jolly.   This is the season to "get real."


The world is in serious trouble.   We ourselves are broken pots, unfinished vessels, with our clothes on backward and our hearts almost sealed against the coming of the good.


And all the while, the work is getting done.   A motion forward has everything in its tow.


We can't see it.   That's why we come together.   Here, with the Bible, and the prayers, the sights and sounds of long-established hope, we breathe good air...and, if our fellowship is healthy, we eat the bread of encouragement and drink the wine of right example.


A prophet, who may have been watching his country collapse, or seen it devastated and long lying fallow, dreams well-nigh impossible dreams.


A psalm --- or it may be 2 or 3 snippets of psalms, put together for pilgrims to sing annually as they approach the central city of their religion, chants encouragement.    "For the sake of the house of the Lord our God, I will seek your good."


A missionary of the earliest years after Jesus, the Apostle Paul, tells his converts to wait on tiptoe.   "Let us lay aside the works of darkness and put on the armor of light."


Most moving of all, we overhear the young church talking about the future as though Jesus was at its very door...."for the Son of man is coming at an unexpected hour."


My friend Margrit called from Germany last week, resting up before returning on another missionary journey to Russia.   She spoke of how she appreciated our prayer support, and of how the little churches (house fellowships, really) she visits in Russia keep us in their prayers as well.


I told her someone I respect said to me, awhile ago, "I think your best times are still ahead of you."   Margrit's response was, "Well, the Bible says that's always the case."


That is the essence of Advent.


In the darkness, we dream of light.


It is dark, though.


Not so much in the sense that the country's falling apart, or my wife left me, or I got caught cheating or stealing.


It goes deeper.


You can see it right there in the first lesson:   "For out of Zion shall go forth instruction, and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem."   We think the solution is for the world to become more like us!


How many times has that sentiment justified brutal policy:   Keeping the Negro in subjugation, overthrowing legitimate governments abroad --- and breaking marriages and scarring children here locally?!


Only when we use the Bible as an image, not an idol, do we see its good results.


In this case, the prophet is reaching for a way of saying, "God is reliable.   What God started here, will last, and bear fruit beyond our knowing."    "Therefore, O house of Jacob, come, let us walk in the light of the Lord."


When my father died, at 88, even though my 2 brothers were, respectively, 10 and 15 years older than I, as the preacher in the family, I was the one to grope for words --- not a homily or eulogy, we left that to the local pastor --- but some kind of integrity in our sentiments.


Dad was not easy to live with.   We all had memories --- few of them bitter, but most of them not warm and supportive, as we'd cherished from our mother.


Still, we were grateful.   He was good.   He stood by us, and accomplished much, as a doctor, as a community servant in our home town, as a loving husband.


"He was steady," I said --- and my brothers nodded, and repeated in times later on.


That is the message of this Sunday.


God is steady.


That's about as far as we can go sometimes.


What that includes is confessing our purposes, our insights, even the side we fight on, aren't the truth we come to church to recognize and proclaim.


Here, we testify to the steadiness, the reliability, beyond you and me, that we lean into with every muscle and donation, every prayer and song, in every relationship and by every vote we cast. 


It takes everything we've got to believe this.   We need all the help we can get -- which is why our worship guides urge us to have Communion on the first Sunday of Advent.   Facing the dark, we light a candle and share a meal in our Master's name.   In fact, we say we do it in his presence, since Jesus came and stood among his disciples in their locked and darkened room--- again, Scripture using imagery to describe the truth of believers' experience.


He is steady.


He is reliable.


He will come again.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
