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Advent 1B —November 30, 2008—St. Andrew’s Church—Edie Dolnikowski

In the Name of God:  Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Earlier this month Steve Taylor, Will Nystrom, Addison and I represented St. Andrew’s at the annual diocesan convention.  For me the highlight of the convention was a brief address by the Right Reverend Suheil Dawani, who is the Anglican Bishop of Jerusalem.  The Diocese of Jerusalem extends far beyond Israel to encompass Palestine, Jordan, Lebanon and Syria.  Although the diocese covers a large territory, with many parishes, the total population of Christians in this region is quite small.  According to Bishop Dawani, the proportion of Christians has declined from twenty-four per cent in 1948 to about two per cent today.  He attributes most of this decline not to physical persecution of Christians—though, unfortunately, that sometimes occurs—but to migration.  Christians who can leave these holy lands often take advantage of any opportunity to resettle in places that are safer, freer and more prosperous.

Those Christians who remain understand that they are no position to ease the hostility among their neighbors by sheer force of numbers.  They choose instead to address the conflict that overshadows them by working as faithfully as they can as witnesses for peace.  They extend Jesus’ promise of healing by running clinics and hospitals that are open to anyone who needs care, regardless of religion or ethnicity.  They promote peace by running schools—again open to everyone—that provide children an excellent education in a setting that also teaches the peacemaking skills and affirms the values of charity and reconciliation.  Even when facing the worst conditions—of poverty, ignorance, violence, hatred and despair—they hold on to the hope that Jesus offers them every day.  In the words of the collect for the first Sunday of Advent, they confront the works of darkness by putting on the armor of light; and they look forward to the time when God will break through the barriers of sin and strife to usher in a reign of peace.

Nowhere is the stress of division more palpable than in the city of Jerusalem.  Because it is revered as a holy place by Jewish, Christian and Muslim people alike, Jerusalem is alive with a competitive spirit that occasionally erupts into violence.  You may recall the news story earlier this month about a brawl between Armenian and Greek monks at the Church of the Holy Sepulcher.   The Greeks were waiting in line to enter the ancient structure that is thought to hold Jesus’ tomb.  Their anger at the Armenians, who had stayed beyond their allotted time, quickly escalated from a war of words to the exchange of fists.  If Christian monks can wage so hot a dispute that they have to be separated by Israeli police, the prospect for lasting peace in the Holy City among Christians, Muslims and Jews seems remote indeed.  

This atmosphere of anxiety and impending disaster is not new to the city of Jerusalem.  In its long history Jerusalem has been victim to brutal invasion and natural disaster many times.  The evangelist Mark attributes to Jesus a frightening prediction just before he entered Jerusalem for the last time, just before his arrest, trial and execution.  Jesus keenly understood the unstable political setting in which he exercised his ministry.  Local insurgents sought autonomy from puppet kings and Roman overlords.  The Romans were poised to suppress any outbreak of public unrest with swift and cruel force.  For Jesus’ followers the future seemed precarious.  Many of them lived in fear; and their fears were well-founded.

Jesus did not ignore their feelings of foreboding, nor did he try to minimize them.  Drawing from the rich tradition of the Hebrew prophets, he acknowledged that tough times lay ahead, that there would be danger, suffering and grief.  But at some point, in the midst of that suffering, God would come to deliver them.  To our ears, the signs of this intervention sound even more disruptive than the disaster preceding it:  the darkening of the sun, stars falling from heaven, and the Son of Man descending from the clouds with great power and glory.  

Jesus made these predictions both to reaffirm the promises that the prophets had made in the past and also to encourage his followers as they entered the crisis before them in the present.  Instead of offering false comfort, as so many leaders do in uncertain times, Jesus offered genuine hope.  He instructed his listeners to keep alert for signs of God’s power breaking through the sin and suffering of the everyday world and he assured them that God would come to save them.  

To accompany his dramatic prophesy about the future Jesus provides two suggestions for managing anxiety about the things to come.  First, Jesus says, we should pay close attention to the normal, natural rhythms of daily life to ground us in the knowledge that the world is always changing, always growing, according to the principles that God established in creation.  “From the fig tree learn its lesson:  as soon as its branches become tender and puts forth its leaves, you know that summer is near.”  Observing these changes and thanking God for them is a deeply satisfying way of seeing God’s grace abounding all around us.  We are especially blessed here in New England to enjoy the succession of distinct seasons, each with its own beauties and its own burdens.  We also organize our common life around a series of feasts—Christmas, Epiphany, Easter and Pentecost—that remind us of God’s strong desire to pierce the gloom of sin and death with the life-giving light of Jesus.  The culture of busyness that so infects our daily routines tends to blur our view of these amazing signs of God’s generosity, Jesus’ companionship and the transforming power of the Holy Spirit always moving among us.  Jesus urges us to turn away from habits that lead to distraction and worry, and look intently for these signs that calm, console and inspire us to join in the work of creation to which Jesus calls us.

While we are attempting to master the ability to see God at work in the cycles and changes of daily life Jesus also invites us into another kind of discipline:  the capacity to be ready for what is unexpected and unpredictable.  Jesus employs the analogy of the housekeeper who knows that his master might return home at any moment.  Not wanting to offend his master, the housekeeper remains vigilant.  He does not procrastinate.  He does not let important tasks go undone.  He watches intently for his master’s arrival, both ready to serve him and to receive his commendation.  Just so, says Jesus, should we be ready always to receive God into our lives, our hearts and our homes.

As we enter this new year in the life of the Church we might well ask ourselves what are the particular challenges that await us and where we might look for signs ofGod’s help in addressing them.  Here at St. Andrew’s our greatest challenge may be to maintain our building and grow our ministries in the midst of an economic downturn.  Hard choices are before us; but if we follow the course God has set before us we will be able to navigate through these difficulties with integrity and confidence.  If we were living in California, we might wonder how we could accomplish God’s mission when our communities have been ravaged by wildfires.  If were living in Congo, we would ask the same questions under the searing pressure of a disastrous civil war.  For over two thousand years now Christians have survived crises like these—and worse—by seeing clearly what must be done and looking forward to God’s arrival to help them do it.

Just after Bishop Dawani’s address at the diocesan convention there was a panel discussion about the most recent meeting of Anglican bishops at the Lambeth Conference, where our bishops answered questions about the state of relations among the various branches of the Anglican Communion.  While they admitted that there are still some significant disagreements about human sexuality and church governance, they also reported a strong commitment from virtually all the participants to continue talking and praying with each other until these disputes are resolved.  Then our bishops invited Bishop Dawani to offer his own perspective on the state of the Anglican Communion.  He responded, politely but shrewdly, that in his diocese arguments about sexual morality and church polity are somewhat irrelevant.  In his diocese Christians are putting their lives on the line every day.  They do not have the luxury of wasting time on such distractions.  They must keep their eyes focused on Jesus’ call to serve as reconcilers and healers in a profoundly broken society; and they cannot allow themselves to be diverted from this vital ministry.  To me Bishop Dawani’s response was a sober reminder of our sinful tendency to see the world from a narrow perspective, which often is clouded further by selfish personal concerns.

The Advent imperative is to put aside all these differences and to direct all our energy to the task that is right before our eyes every day:  proclaiming the good news of God in Christ Jesus right here where we are and supporting our sisters and brothers throughout the world as they undertake the same work in different settings and even more demanding circumstances.  Jesus asks us to seek out the places in our lives where God’s healing power is most needed and offer ourselves as signs of God’s grace and mercy.  Jesus calls us to look to the future with purpose and hope as we engage these ministries, even when the challenges seem insurmountable.  God’s glory is shining all around us.  May we open our eyes to its light, open our hearts to its fire and open our hands to serve all God’s people, for Jesus’ sake and in Jesus’ name.

