Rappahannock Christian Church – 12-6-09

Dr. Kenneth Wilbur

Advent Reading – PEACE

We do not like to be kept waiting, and so our world is full of Christmas well before Thanksgiving.  The season of advent is a season of waiting and hoping.  We slow down and seek the light that is coming into the world.  

The candle we light today is a symbol of God’s peace.  A great blessing that is coming, has come and will come again.  In accordance with God’s promise, we wait for new heavens and a new earth, where righteousness is at home, and while we wait for these things, we strive to be at peace.  

God of Peace,

Calm our restlessness.  Help us let go of the petty distractions of our world and open our hearts to your righteousness.  Keep us from getting caught up in this busy season.  Help us answer your call to slow down and seek peace.  We confess we are impatient and unjust.  Thank you for Advent; it is a great blessing to us.  May it reveal to us the light of your peace so that we may reflect it into our dark world.  In the name of Jesus, the coming Christ-child, we pray.  Amen.

Communion Meditation

I think that Christmas is a time when we often reflect on the past.  Obviously, the birth of Jesus is in the past, and this is the whole reason for our celebration, but I think there are other things past that we think about at this time, as well.  We tend to think about celebrations past, perhaps when we were children, of those who have passed on and are no longer with us for our celebration.

When I come to this table I sometimes think about past generations – there were so many generations of people who lived and died before His birth.  They lived in hope of the Messiah.  They waited and waited and hoped and hoped for the deliverance that would come.  When will it be?  Will He come in my generation?  But so many died before ever seeing the promises of God fulfilled.

How very fortunate we are to live in this time, after Christ's birth.  We have the story of his life, we have his teachings, we have a record of his atoning death and his resurrection. At this Table we celebrate these events and reflect on what they mean to us.  Let me read you the account from Matthew 26.

Matthew 26:26-29 – While they were eating, Jesus took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to his disciples, saying, "Take and eat; this is my body." Then he took the cup, gave thanks and offered it to them, saying, "Drink from it, all of you. This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins. I tell you, I will not drink of this fruit of the vine from now on until that day when I drink it anew with you in my Father's kingdom." 

Pleasing God

Our Scripture reading this morning comes from the birth narrative that is given us by Luke in the beginning of his gospel.  There is quite a lot of information here about things that took place before Jesus birth.  In this passage we have the story of Mary going to visit her kinswoman, Elizabeth.  I'll just read a little part of the story.

Luke 1:39-45 - At that time Mary got ready and hurried to a town in the hill country of Judea, where she entered Zechariah's home and greeted Elizabeth. When Elizabeth heard Mary's greeting, the baby leaped in her womb, and Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit. In a loud voice she exclaimed: "Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the child you will bear! But why am I so favored, that the mother of my Lord should come to me? As soon as the sound of your greeting reached my ears, the baby in my womb leaped for joy. Blessed is she who has believed that what the Lord has said to her will be accomplished!"
How do you want to be remembered?  Most of us, maybe everyone, wants to leave some mark behind when we go.  It may be crude to put it this way, but what is it you would like the preacher to say at your funeral?

Perhaps you think, “What I leave behind is my wonderful children.”  Maybe you leave a great estate that some will fondly remember you by.  Perhaps leaving a body of works or accomplishments is important to you.

Now I have another question – Who’s looking?  Who’ll be judging what you leave behind?  I would submit, as a preacher and a Christian, that the most important thing we want to have done in this life is to have pleased God.  I want God to be the One who says, “Well done.”  I think Mary is remembered this way.  She was a willing servant.

But what does God want? What sort of offering can I make that will please God?  The Old and New Testaments both have things to say about this.  Scripture certainly makes plain that there are physical offerings that we can bring.  The Old Testament has many detailed instructions regarding all kinds of physical offerings.  The people in Old Testament times were told what to bring, when to bring it, where to bring it, how to prepare it, what to say when making the offering.  When such physical offerings are made, surely God is honored among us and, I suppose, is honored in the sight of those who are not Christians.  Also, through a physical offering the worshiper is able to express his joy or repentance, and the offering itself can be an act of compassion or can enable ministries of service.

But Scripture is pretty consistent in saying that the offering that is most important to God is the offering of a life that reflects the very character of God Himself.  Listen to what He says:

· I am Holy ( So you should be holy.

· I am forgiving ( So you should be forgiving.

· I am compassionate, merciful, faithful and just ( So you should be these things, too.

Right here in the Hebrew Scriptures we have these words.  

With what shall I come before the LORD and bow down before the exalted God?  Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, with calves a year old?  Will the LORD be pleased with thousands of rams, with ten thousand rivers of oil?  Shall I offer my firstborn for my transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?  He has showed you, O man, what is good.  And what does the LORD require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God. Micah 6:6-8

 These words of God are right here in the same Hebrew Scriptures that tell us about all those physical sacrifices that please God, and the writer says, “Well yes, but there is something that pleases God more than that.”

I think that Mary is one who is remembered in this way.  By her faithfulness and obedience she is remembered as God’s servant.  She does not place lots of money in the temple treasury.  Mary's "offering" is her willingness to accept what God has asked her to do.

Now, for a 15 year old girl having a baby might not sound so bad.  Might be fun and exciting.  It could seem romantic.  Then again, this child was to be conceived by the Holy Spirit – whatever that meant – She was already engaged.  What would Joseph think?  What about her family, the neighbors in the village?  This might not be quite such a happy task, after all.  And what about the Child Himself?  Will He bring happiness or pain?  We know the answer because we are looking back, but Mary didn’t know.  Still she says, "May it be to me as you have said," and that's the end of it.  She is willing to serve God.

What is it that you and I are called to be and do this day?  This week?  How are we called to be remembered in the end?

If we really try to live in the way that God has called, then there will be a lot of people who will be unhappy with us.  Our lives will often be difficult because we will be called to go against the current.  There will be many with whom we cannot agree.  They will not like it that we speak out.  Christ calls us to join Him, though, and swim against the tide.  We are called to follow the example of Mary.

I want to end by sharing the words of a song with you.  This is a song that I really like and I wish I could sing for you.  Perhaps someday I will.  It is titled, The Summons

Will you come and follow me

If I but call your name?

Will you go where you don’t know

And never be the same?

Will you let my love be shown,

Will you let my name be known,

Will you let my life be grown

In you and you in me?

Will you leave yourself behind

If I but call your name?

Will you care for cruel and kind

And never be the same?

Will you risk the hostile stare

Should your life attract of scare?

Will you let me answer pray’r

In you and you in me?

Will you let the blinded see

If I but call your name?

Will you set the pris’ners free

And never be the same?

Will you kiss the leper clean, 

And do such as this unseen,

And admit to what I mean

In you and you in me?

Will you love the ‘you’ you hide

If I but call your name?

Will you quell the fear inside

And never be the same?

Will you use the faith you’ve found

To reshape the world around,

Through my sight and touch and sound

In you and you in me?

Lord, your summons echoes true

When you but call my name.

Let me turn and follow you

And never be the same.

In your company I’ll go

Where you love and footsteps show.

Thus I’ll move and live and grow

In you and you in me.


Benediction
The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy; Spirit be with you all.  2 Corinthians 13:14

