Sermon for Advent 3 B

December 14, 2008 

Texts:  Isaiah 61:1-4,8-11; Psalm 126; 1 Thessalonians 5:16-24; John 1:6-8, 19-28 

As I have said before to all of you,

Some sermons are lived during the week,

Rather than written,

And this was one of those weeks.

It started out being a typical Advent week,

Christmas liturgies to prepare,

Bibles studies to reflect on,

Midweek services to get ready for,

Shut-ins to visit,

Not to mention the sermon to begin thinking about.

In short more things to do 

Than time to do them.

I am sure that in this Advent season,

Many of you can identify 

With this feeling of trying 

To keep too many balls in the air.

As I time traveled through the week

I tried to enjoy the spirit of this season,

As I particularly like the Advent midweek services,

And when I visit shut-ins

I usually depart with more joy and peace

Than I came in with.

But it was none the less,

A busy, jam-packed week.

Then on Thursday,

The entire panorama of the week changed.

I woke up to the news 

Of an impending four horsemen of the Apocalypse storm:

Snow, sleet, ice and wind!

Quickly on Thursday morning

I placed a few phone calls and re-arranged the day’s schedule

So I could visit shut-ins and return home before the storm intensified.  
When I returned home,

There were still Christmas liturgies to think about,
The sermon to plan,

And preparations to be made

To button down the house 

As the storm continued to develop.  

We woke up early Friday morning to power flickering,

We checked the news, the school closings,

And made a pot of coffee

Just before the power sputtered off.

Because of the storm and the typically short December day,

Friday seemed like a day of eternal twilight,

Accentuated by the lack of any supplemental lighting.

In between preparing meals on top of our woodstove,

And cleaning up with our few buckets of cold water,

I tried to do the sermon preparation 

Using a headlamp to illuminate the texts.
On Saturday morning,

Still without power,

I gave up and came into the church office,

So that I could use my computer

To write and actually print out the sermon.  

Still I was struggling trying to get my head

Wrapped around the texts for this week.

While I was sitting at my desk in the church office,

Frankly feeling a little sorry for myself,

I received an email from a dear friend from seminary, Jessica Merchant,
A pastor in a nine point parish in rural North Dakota, 

Who wanted to know how we were surviving the ice storm.

In my reply message to her,

I confessed my difficulty with this week’s sermon.

Her reply proved to be

The pump priming action for my writing.
She wrote to me

And I quote:
“My prayers are with you for tomorrow and for the coming week.  
Considering your situation,

It makes me think of the  Thessalonian text for tomorrow 
‘Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, and in all things give thanks to God."  
Her note continued
“Is it really possible in the messiness, 
or why should we in the messiness, 
or what does it mean in the midst of the messiness...
But Paul also writes, "God is faithful" 
So thanks be to God that it is not up to us to do these things.”
Rejoice always and in all things give thanks to God.

Does that really mean that I am to rejoice and give thanks,

In the midst of a cooling house,

With a warming refrigerator,

No running water

No septic pump,

And none of the usual tools that I have to prepare for Sunday?

What does it really mean to pray unceasingly

And give thanks in all things?

Saint Paul wrote these words to the members of the Thessalonian community

Who were increasingly worried 

About what would happen to them

In the time before Jesus returned,

And what would happen to them when Jesus returned.

Paul responds by describing to them

The ways in which they were to live their lives

In holiness as part of the Christian community.
He was telling them that their job 
Was to pray, rejoice and give thanks,

While God’s job was to manage Jesus’ return

And the ensuing judgment.

Their part of the bargain is to rejoice, pray and give thanks,

God’s part of the bargain and the promise

Is that God will make them holy and blameless.

Yet these early Christians faced many situations

That would have made it seem difficult to rejoice,
Much less to give thanks.

They faced persecution, physical danger and estrangement from their families.

I wonder how they responded to these admonitions from St. Paul.
We, too, today may hear St. Paul’s words
With some incredulousness.

I know that,

As I have struggled over the past couple of days,

I have found it difficult to rejoice or to give thanks.

I’ll guess that you, also, have confronted situations in your lives

When rejoicing or giving thanks has been nearly, 

If not totally impossible.

It is easy to give thanks

When life seems to be sweetness and light

And everything is going well.

It is much more difficult to give thanks

When life throws a curve ball.

When your relationship with your spouse has hit a rocky patch,

Or one of your children seems to have lost focus and direction,

Or concern about your elderly parent

Is draining your energy reserve,

It is often difficult to give thanks,

And rejoicing may seem to belong

To a different time and place, or at least to a different family.  

And if something happens that really shatters life,

Such as a tragic accident

That results in death or serious impairment,

Giving thanks may seem to be totally absurd.

What do we do with Paul’s advice?
Why tools did Paul give that help

Both the Thessalonians and us to respond to his admonitions.

Surely he must have expected that some Thessalonians would be incredulous,

And that others would find it nearly impossible,

To follow through on his commands
In an environment of persecution, martyrdom, and estrangement.
The linchpin of Paul’s advice 
Is his emphasis on God’s faithfulness,
And God’s role in making them holy and blameless.

He told them that God is in charge

Of making their spirits, bodies and souls whole.

For me, that is where the praying unceasingly comes in.

I can’t always keep up the rejoicing and the giving thanks

Without a little divine help. 

For the Thessalonians and for us,
There are those times

When the sun just doesn’t seem to appear,

When twilight or even total darkness 

Seems to have descended into our lives.

Those are the days when just making it through the day

Seems like a triumph. 

I believe that in those circumstances, particularly, 
Prayer to the One who is totally faithful,

Is the only thing that stands between us and total desperation.

When it is difficult or impossible to rejoice or give thanks,

Praying unceasingly,

Is a way of turning things over to God.

It is in a sense, saying

Okay God, 

You’re in charge, I’m not!

Right now, I can’t give thanks, and I can’t rejoice,

I can’t see my way clear. 

Please help me find my way. 

Praying and confessing to God, a need for God’s help

Is the first step

In letting the One who is totally Faithful,

Help you deal with whatever is holding you down. 
John’s Gospel this morning gives a similar message

Of letting God be God,

Of John not trying to take charge for God. 

Right in the beginning of John’s Gospel,

The author has John the Baptist

Confess that he is NOT the light,

And he is NOT the Messiah.  

John knows that his job

Is to witness to and to point to

The ONE who is coming.  

As I sat in my cold house on Friday

With my headlamp on,

It became pretty clear to me

That like John, I am know
That I am not the light.

My job is to witness to and point to the source of the light

To the Messiah,

The one who is always faithful,

Even when we feel our faith is challenged.
After much prayer yesterday,

I was finally able to say,

OK God, I need your help.
As I began praying, I was able to say,

OK, I may not have hot water or working toilets today,

And I’m starting to worry about the pipes freezing,

But you know there are lots of people

Who never have these basics.  

I guess I can be thankful that most days

Electricity makes my life a whole lot easier. 
Like John and Paul, I am here to witness 

To the One who is totally Faithful and who responds to prayer.

John didn’t attempt to answer all the questions about his identity,

It just wasn’t important
Instead he stuck to witnessing to the Messiah

And describing the One in their midst whom they would not recognize.

How about you?  Will you hear John’s words and Paul’s counsel?

Will you let the One who is Faithful intercede for you?
What you recognize the Messiah when he does?
Will you the see the Christ among us?

In the depths of your soul, 

Will you be able to pray?

Will you let the Messiah be the Messiah?
Will you let the Christ help you with that unceasing praying?
Will you let the Faithful One stick with you,

Until you can rejoice and give thanks in all things?  
Amen
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