
ADVENT 1C - Jeremiah 33:14-16; Psalm 25:1-9; 1 Thessalonians 3:9-13; Luke 21:25-36 - 2 December 2018 - A sermon given by The Rev. Peter A. Munson for the people of St. Ambrose Episcopal Church, Boulder, Colorado

Both/And Living, and Having Fun

INTRODUCTION - Are you having any fun?

In my early years of being a parish priest, whenever I would run into my former rector and mentor from St. Bartholomew’s in Estes Park - Ed Morgan - he would say to me, “Are you having any fun?” His question would make me pause for a moment, so I could think about where the fun and joy was in my life - in the parish, in my family, within me, anywhere.

Welcome to the first Sunday in Advent, where we get the very apocalyptic Gospel reading from Luke about “signs in the the sun, the moon, and the stars” and people fainting “from fear and foreboding of what is coming upon the world”, about a day when heaven and earth will pass away, and being warned by Jesus to not let the “worries of this life” get ahold of us in such a way that the when the Lord returns, the day “catch you unexpectedly, like a trap.”  Deacon Jan reminded us in our Thursday discussion that Jesus does include in his parable an image of sprouting leaves and says that when all these foreboding signs are observed, “the kingdom of God is near.” He tells his listeners that when heaven and earth are passing away, his words will not. He tells them - and us - to be alert at all times, and to pray that we may have the strength to escape all these things and stand before the Son of Man. (Have you ever paused to imagine what emotions might come over you when you stand before the Son of Man?) And tucked in the middle of Jesus’ teaching is this advice: “Now, when these things begin to take place, stand up and raise your heads, because your redemption is drawing near.”

SITUATION - Joys and Concerns / Celebrations and Times in the Pit

I am reminded of the early summer of 1979, when I was leading hikes for the YMCA of the Rockies in Estes Park, taking guests all over Rocky Mountain National Park. In the end of 1978 there had a been a fire, the “Ouzel burn”, started by lightning in Wild Basin near Allenspark, in the southern part of the park. When we walked through that area the next summer, it looked a little bit like what I imagine the surface of the moon might look like - desolate. After those 1979 hikes, we often came home pretty filthy - from the ashes. But as that summer went on, more plants and wildflowers began to emerge - green and pops of yellow and pink in the middle of all that gray and black.

I wouldn’t be surprised if right now in your life - at the very same time - you have joys and challenges. I heard it said once that we cannot really feel the full extent of joy until we have learned to fully enter into sadness, grief, and despair. 

This week, within 48 hours of hearing from the IRS that my application had been approved and that Bright Future for Children is now a tax-exempt 501(c)(3) public charity, I received the news that there is new evidence of cancer in my great-niece, Campbell, who spent almost all of her junior year of high school, up through this past May, getting chemo and radiation for an extremely rare form of cancer. I went from hooting and hollering and yelling “Yes!” and “Thank you, Lord!” to being in tears and saying to my wife, “I don’t understand! Some people are 90 years old and lingering and telling me that they don’t understand why they are still alive, and then a 17-year-old who hasn’t even finished high school yet gets this news.  I don’t get it, Lord!!”

I was way up here on Tuesday (pointing up), and way down hear (pointing down) on Thursday and Friday. 

COMPLICATION - Do we only look for God to show up at certain times?

I think sometimes we human beings might be guilty of only looking for God to show up at certain times. Depending on your personality, maybe you are the kind of person who only sees God in the good. Everything good that happens to you or your friends or your loved ones is a God thing, something that God has orchestrated. Or maybe you are the kind of person who only calls out to God and looks for God to show up - and pull off a miracle - when things are at their worst. (We might call that fox-hole theology.)

Our friend, Paul, who did not exactly have an easy time of it once he became a follower of Christ and heard a call from God to be an apostle to the Gentiles, was able to write to the faithful in Thessalonica, “How can we thank God enough for you in return for all the joy that we feel before our God because of you?”

And Jesus, if he is saying anything to us today, is saying something like this: “In the midst of even the scariest times, the I-don’t-understand times, the what-is-happening-in-our-country times... in the  midst of the most challenging things you go through personally or with your family, or in the midst of the most challenging things that are going on regionally or nationally or internationally, stand up! Lift up your head. Change your perspective. Literally move, so that you have another point of view. When you do that, you will discover that I am with you. I may be coming in on a cloud, in spectacular fashion. I may be be coming to you in the form of your dog or cat or spouse or friend. I may be coming to you via the sunrise or sunset or in that huge hawk that is always perched on the top of the telephone pole when you head down Indiana Street on Sunday morning. I may be coming to you through the person who grasps your hand or puts their arms around you when you are crying. I definitely will be coming to you through that 18-month old who has so much energy, or through that 16-year-old who has so much passion when they are talking about something that they believe.”

Notice that Jesus is not sugar-coating anything. He’s saying, “The chaos and the storms and death and grief are part of life, and so are leaves sprouting and birds singing and the gathering of friends and people doing brave and loving things. And God shows up in all of it.  Not some of it, but ALL of it

GOOD NEWS

I find the Good News today in our brief reading from Jeremiah. The Lord says through the prophet, “I will cause a righteous Branch to spring up for David; and he shall execute justice and righteousness in the land.”

As followers of Christ, we must do our part to work for peace and liberty and justice for all. And... no matter how difficult things may seem on any given day, whether in your life or in your family or in your neighborhood or in the world, the Lord is working out HIs purposes. Through Christ, through the Spirit, and through all people who step into faithfulness, the Lord shall execute justice and righteousness in the land. Because our loving, merciful, powerful Lord is all about justice and righteousness.

NEW BEHAVIOR - Testimonies...

So, I’d like to end today’s sermon by hearing from you. You can give your testimony, if you like.

Here is the question for your reflection:

What challenge are you going through or what mountain are you overwhelmed by right now... or what amazing thing has happened recently or what day-to-day discipline have you been keeping or what fun have you been having... and how do you see God in the midst of it?

(allow for testimonies)

CONCLUSION

So... are you having any fun? And if you don’t love that question today, can you tell me or tell someone else how God is showing up in your life right now?

Thanks so much for being part of the sermon today!


