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Let us pray:  May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts be acceptable in your sight, O Lord, our strength and our redeemer.
I said to the man who stood at the gate of the year
'Give me a light that I may tread safely into the unknown.'
And he replied,
'Go into the darkness and put your hand into the hand of God
That shall be to you better than light and safer than a known way!'
So I went forth and finding the Hand of God
Trod gladly into the night
He led me towards the hills
And the breaking of day in the lone east.
So heart be still! 
What need our human life to know
If God hath comprehension?
In all the dizzy strife of things
Both high and low,
God hideth his intention." 
I grew up hearing the first stanzas of this poem, first in my grandmother’s carefully articulated voice, and then in my own mother’s voice, always somehow imitating my Bam’s.  It might be time for me to commit it to memory, as well.  I shared a small piece of it with you on the first Sunday I preached here after being called, as we began 2021 mid-pandemic and pre-vaccines.  Somehow, I have been thinking of it again in the past couple of weeks and so I also learned more about it to share with you. The poem was written in 1908 by Minnie Louise Haskins, an American lecturer at the London School of Economics, who wrote as a hobby.   It has a strong history, having been a favorite of Queen Elizabeth the late Queen Mother, who showed it to her husband King George VI. He included it in his famous Christmas message broadcast in 1939 at the beginning of the Second World War.  It was also read at the funeral service of the Queen Mother.  I have been very glad to recall it today, in thinking about our scripture lessons.  

When we wonder what the future holds in a day-to-day sense, wondering what we might do to make our way safely forward, the truth is that we can only bolster our human resources so far, and that the future is always an unknown.  And try we do.  We do it on an individual level when we stock up our shelves with non-perishable items and water jugs in the event of Y2K shenanigans.  We do it when we make certain to have all that is necessary to combat the Covid, Ebola, Swine Flue or other illnesses should they enter our homes.  We do it when our rainy-day fund becomes a savings account that could carry us should we lose our jobs for extended periods.  On a national level we do it in more militant ways:  We stockpile arms that can obliterate the world’s population, and developing nations strive to obtain what is necessary to put them on a level playing field of destruction.  Some of the individual things we perform are pretty good precautions, but with them as with the buildup of armaments, there is no cessation of fear; there is nothing that can fully assure us beyond our anxiety.  We do not know what lies before us, not in our immediate futures, not in the more ultimate future of our planet, and not in the life to come.  

The disciples certainly carried similar human fears.  In remarking on the immensity and strength of the temple, they essentially invite Jesus to echo their thoughts.  Rather than do so, Jesus describes an apocalyptic vision that introduces imagery that has gotten a lot of airtime lately.  Modern-day would-be prophets claim each new natural disaster as a sure sign of the end of days.  As nations brutally do battle against each other, doomsayers hearken to biblical text, calling out Armageddon.  Jesus’ word to the disciples is clear:  These are the beginning of birth pains, and we also need to be on our guard against false understanding of what we take for signs.  Jesus has promised that we will have that hand of God the poem describes to lead us forward.  Many will claim to be what is necessary; many will claim to be he, but we need to be on our guard against whom and what we trust.  

I am pretty grateful for this assurance and this warning on Jesus’ part.  I don’t know about you, but I have yet to meet a person on whose leadership I would count to carry me to heaven.  I have yet to meet a person on whose righteousness I would bank the forgiveness of my sins, of what has sometimes kept me from God in my heart, and in my mind.  

The letter to the Hebrews is a wonderful book of the Bible that bears reading in its entirety when you have time.  Basically, it is one good, long sermon, the import of which never loses currency.  In the passage for today, we learn about Jesus as the high priest.  He is the one among many whose saving action has real power to cleanse and to save us.  I know that there are some among us who are not comfortable with that kind of language.  To say that we need saving and cleansing implies that we are lost, and that we are somehow sullied, or dirtied.  The truth is, we are.  If we live with fear in our hearts, then we need to be saved.  If we live with any guilt regarding our actions, then we need to be cleansed.  Admitting these simple facts opens to us a tremendous opportunity here in the church, and the writer of Hebrews reminds us of this.  

We have Jesus, who walked as we walked; who talked as we talk; who loved and lost and died as we all will love and lose and die.  But Jesus also was completely obedient to God, and was resurrected.  We also might have eternal life.  Some of the imagery of this passage may sound confusing.  Just what curtain is a body?  Let’s think of it this way:  There are barriers between us and God.  That’s clear, because when we do, say, and think things that do not arise from love, we sin.  What this passage teaches us is that what has kept us from God before Jesus is now removed.  Because we have Jesus as our intercessor, we have a “new and living way opened for us through the curtain that is Jesus.”  When we have doubts about whether we merit the kind of love that would forgive us everything, then remember Grace.  God’s love for us is completely unconditional.  There is nothing we can do to earn it, and there is nothing we can do to lose it.  “Let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess, for he who promised is faithful.”  I think again here, of the image of reaching out for the hand of God; let us hold onto it unswervingly as we move forward to what is always unknown to us, and is always known to God who loves us.

There is a lesson for the church in the end of the passage from Hebrews, as well as for each of us as individuals.  Let’s hear again this good advice:  “And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds.  Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another—and all the more as you see the Day approaching.”  I will say that for many people who have seen recent earthly calamities as precursor to the end times, it has brought them back to church.  Nonetheless, I imagine that each of us has at some time bemoaned the fact that people don’t come to church like they used to.  “Let us not give up meeting together . . . but let us encourage one another.”

Let’s do that, what do you say?  If you know that there is someone whose presence you have missed in church, give them a call.  If you know that someone has been feeling uncomfortable about their presence in church, tell me, and I will give them a call, or will make a visit.  We have been given direction; we have been shown how to love.  Do you remember the old Coca Cola commercial that had hordes of people on a mountaintop, waving their lighted candles?  Sometimes I think of the church like that, and not only on Christmas Eve.  When we gather together as the living Body of Christ today, we can offer a light to each other and to the world.  We can recall to each other gentle words of encouragement in the face of difficult times, and we can recall to commitment those who might be tempted by other less sustaining, less righteous practices.  It’s our job.  Together, knowing of Christ’s faithfulness and knowing God’s love, we can move forward into our unknown futures with the response of faith.  We can 'Go into the darkness and put our hand into the hand of God/ That shall be to us better than light and safer than a known way!'  Amen.
