Romans 13:8-14

8Owe no one anything, except to love one another; for the one who loves another has fulfilled the law. 9The commandments, “You shall not commit adultery; You shall not murder; You shall not steal; You shall not covet”; and any other commandment, are summed up in this word, “Love your neighbor as yourself.” 10Love does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore, love is the fulfilling of the law. 

11Besides this, you know what time it is, how it is now the moment for you to wake from sleep. For salvation is nearer to us now than when we became believers; 12the night is far gone, the day is near. Let us then lay aside the works of darkness and put on the armor of light; 13let us live honorably as in the day, not in reveling and drunkenness, not in debauchery and licentiousness, not in quarreling and jealousy. 14Instead, put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires.
Matthew 24:36-44

36“But about that day and hour no one knows, neither the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. 37For as the days of Noah were, so will be the coming of the Son of Man. 38For as in those days before the flood they were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, until the day Noah entered the ark, 39and they knew nothing until the flood came and swept them all away, so too will be the coming of the Son of Man. 40Then two will be in the field; one will be taken and one will be left. 41Two women will be grinding meal together; one will be taken and one will be left. 42Keep awake therefore, for you do not know on what day your Lord is coming. 43But understand this: if the owner of the house had known in what part of the night the thief was coming, he would have stayed awake and would not have let his house be broken into. 44Therefore you also must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected hour.”
Isaiah 2:1-5

2The word that Isaiah son of Amoz saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem. 2In days to come the mountain of the Lord’s house shall be established as the highest of the mountains, and shall be raised above the hills; all the nations shall stream to it. 3Many peoples shall come and say, “Come, let us go up to the mountain of the Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob; that he may teach us his ways and that we may walk in his paths.” For out of Zion shall go forth instruction, and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem. 4He shall judge between the nations, and shall arbitrate for many peoples; they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more. 5O house of Jacob, come, let us walk in the light of the Lord! 
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Let us pray:  May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable in your sight, Oh Lord, our rock and our redeemer.  
I wonder how many of you have seen the wonderful movie starring Brad Pitt, called “The Curious Case of Benjamin Button.”  It was based on a short story by F. Scott Fitzgerald, and tells of a man whose life is lived backwards.  Born with diseases related to old age, Benjamin grows younger with time.  That is, of course, a short version of a longer tale.  I found myself thinking of this story as I considered writing about Advent as a course in “What to Expect When You’re Expecting” a savior.  On this first day of Advent, we are preparing for, or waiting for the birth of a baby, but in a paradoxical sense, we have known the adult Christ far more deeply than the baby Jesus.  Jesus first comes to the world as an infant born in a manger, but like those who first visited him, we want to know the fully fledged savior.  Still, we may consider a bit why God was incarnate as the human Jesus first as a baby.  You know the saying, something along the lines of “there is a reason God made babies cute.” If they weren’t, we might be moved to do something dastardly in response to any number of the issues we must deal with in caring for babies.  So, we are invited first to meet the infant Jesus rather than to meet the radical, prophetically challenging adult Christ.  Even with our reading all the stories of Jesus’ teachings and all the stories of wonder and miracle, we may not have a good sense of what preparing for that kind of savior might entail.  Though difficult in its own way, preparing for the birth of a baby might be easier.  Is that what you are imagining as you think of Advent and the birth at Christmas? The birth of an infant . . . all the wonder, all the excitement, all the warmth we’re looking forward to . . .  So, how do we prepare during this season of Advent?

It is sometimes hard to conceive of its being twenty-two years since the turn of the latest century, which also was the turn of the millennium.  I’m looking at my daughter Emma and her friend Sam, thinking about their not having even been born at that time—and they are grown adults!  I suppose it may be a reflection of aging that I remain a bit stuck in the idea of time, wondering at the speed at which it passes lately.  Time is funny that way and has been ever thus.  So, the arrival of the year 2000 was almost a quarter of a century ago.  Maybe some of you have forgotten all the hubbub about the year.  I don’t imagine our younger friends remember the significant concern for systems controlled by computers?  If there had not been some recalculation made for the numeric shift of turning from 1999 through to a new century, what would happen to all of those systems!?  Do you remember waiting with kind of bated breath for 11:59 to turn to the new year?  You might hold in mind the way that our older cars’ odometers were not calibrated to move past the hundred thousand mark, not imagining anyone would drive them that far.  So, with what we grew to call the Y2K problem, people were concerned that there would be a shortfall in the supply chain (Imagine that!); that we would experience shortages of food and other necessities.  There was a real tension during that time.
My oldest brother took this to heart and began to stockpile some canned goods and gallon jugs of water, in particular.  There was no questioning that he was preparing.  While he was the butt of family jokes for years afterwards, as we think about the prophetic passages from Matthew and Isaiah and also the guiding words of Paul in his letter to the Romans, we might understand that we are meant to look closely at the way we are making ourselves ready.  Today is the first day of a new year, and scriptures tells us we should be living in such a way that our neighbors and our community see that we take the mission of Jesus Christ’s church seriously.  We should be asking ourselves if we are preparing for the Lord’s return?  I almost want to make my voice sound like it is creating alarm.  Growing up in the Protestant tradition, we didn’t talk very much about the Lord’s coming again, even while we spoke a great deal about Jesus’ birth.  Advent offers us an opportunity to revitalize our preparation each year.  

It isn’t as though we don’t already have a sense of Christ’s presence.  We are in that strange in-between time of having seen the vision of new life that Jesus promised and that he modeled, but also of waiting for Christ’s coming again.  The prophet Isaiah wrote to a people and even to a king that were in a kind of spiritual doldrums, and Isaiah lighted a fire of expectation and anticipation.  Advent is all about anticipation, so we can recognize the hopefulness that Isaiah tells us about.  "Look up to see what will happen," Isaiah seemed to say. "See what the Lord will do. Walk with God and God will bring you glory!"

Wow, glory?  We looked for a glorious sunset last night.  I wonder how many of you got a look at it.  We stopped and then we stopped again, hoping to see it as it continued for nearly an hour.  We know God’s glory in things like that.  Do we think very much about glory?  We get a glimpse of this glory, I think, when we share in communion.  I know this to be true, because I have never seen anyone argue around the communion table.  Argue around the Thanksgiving table?  Yeah.  My older daughter reflected to me that this was a really wonderful Thanksgiving, and one of my brothers and I didn’t even have our usual squabble.  Around the Communion table?  I’ve never seen an argument, not in our church.  But I want you to think about what it is that we celebrate when we gather for the Lord’s Supper, even while we await the celebration of Jesus’ birth, because that’s part of what we are anticipating with Christmas—not just Jesus’ birth but all that comes with our being fed—as Jesus’ Body and by Jesus’ body.  We gather—individually, as we create the whole of Christ’s Church.  That is the miracle of Christian living, and it’s a foretaste of what we are promised eternally.  Wow!  Eternity!  That is a concept we don’t often break down in conversation.  What we are anticipating in the birth of Jesus, and what we celebrate in communion is a radical change in our understanding of time.  You can, by the way, look forward to participating in the sacrament next Sunday, for the first time in a long while.
One of the gifts of frequent packing and moving is the opportunity to consider carefully what stuff will make it through the move.  I’m sure many of you are familiar with the suggestions of Marie Kondo from her book The Life-Giving Magic of Tidying Up (It remains always a goal.). Well, I have not made good use of my many moves, at least not as regards books and notebooks.  I am, however, determined to do so when I next move.  So, I have been looking through old academic notebooks, including those from seminary and as far back as high school.  If I have not made use of them in 15 years of ministry . . . Well, I am glad to have rediscovered in my notes Alexander Schmemann, who was an Orthodox priest largely responsible for bringing Russian Orthodoxy here to the U.S. as the Orthodox Church in America.  I was introduced to Schmemann because of the way that he developed the idea of Christ’s kingdom and its timelessness.  He explains that what we have known of time is paradoxically decimated and invigorated through Christ.  Hmm . . . time is somehow smashed and also enlivened in Jesus. “And God revealed this eternal Life in the midst of time—and of its rush—as its secret meaning and goal.  And thus [God] made time, and our work in it, into the sacrament of the world to come, the liturgy of fulfillment and ascension.” (Schmemann 65).  God made even our time sacred when God gave us Jesus for our redemption; in the time of the new Kingdom, what we have thought we have known is made new.  What this does to our behavior today is the focus of today’s lessons.  How do we make ourselves ready in a time that is now, that looks back through the sacraments and remembrance, and at the same time looks forward?
I want to introduce you to a word, which you can remember by looking at the sermon title in the bulletin. Maranatha is a beautiful word in Aramaic, which Paul uses just once in his letters.  It is a word that was never translated, but only transliterated, or exchanged for the Greek sounds.  It means, “Our Lord, Come; Our Lord has Come.”  Cool, isn’t it?  This has the same unusual sense of time that we know only through Christ.  We ask Christ to come, even as we celebrate his having come to us already.  Then too, with Isaiah we can take hope in the promise of God’s coming to raise us up in the future.  As we read all of the scripture this morning we have to ask ourselves the question, “What time is it?”  The present tense of maranatha means that we have to wonder if Jesus is coming again right now.  This doesn’t mean that we should run and hide out of fear or stockpile our canned goods.  Maranatha – he comes, to beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks. Maranatha – our Lord comes, so that the night is far gone, the day is near; so that we can lay aside the works of darkness and put on the armor of light; so that we can live honorably as in the day.  Maranatha – our Lord has come so that we can walk in the light of the Lord!
Yes, Jesus is coming—again—now, to offer us salvation for eternity.  We can prepare the way for our Lord beginning right now so that “when the hour comes” our todays become a glimpse of forever.  We can prepare the way for our Lord beginning right now so that “Left Behind” will remain with us the title of a novel and not a fear somehow for our souls, our spirits.  In Richard Rohr’s wonderful, small book of Advent meditations he asks us to rethink what has become a familiar concept of heaven.  He reminds us that “Jesus clearly says the kingdom of heaven is among us (Luke17:21) or “at hand” (Matthew 3:2, 4:17).  One wonders why we made it into a reward system for later, or as someone called it, “a divine evacuation plan” from this world.  Maybe it was easier to obey laws and practice rituals for later reward than to actually be transformed now,” wrote Rohr.  For those of you who were here in worship last week to consider the reign or kingdom of Christ in a focused way, you may hear differently now the way that Rohr continues when he writes, “The price for real transformation is high.  It means that we have to change our loyalties from power, success, money and control (read: ‘our kingdoms’) to the Lordship of Jesus and the kingdom of God.”

With all this in mind, I invite you to begin a practice of meditation this Advent season, one that might recall to you in the rush of activity the reason that we are preparing to celebrate.  Say the word with me if you will, maranatha:  Our Lord comes; maranatha:  Our Lord has come.  In our busyness and in the clamor of singing—even songs of praise and celebration, we may hear God’s still, small voice.  Maranatha:  Our Lord comes; maranatha:  Our Lord has come.  In our sleep and in our dreaming, in our hope and in our longing.  Maranatha:  Our Lord comes; maranatha: Our Lord has come.  
In all that we do and in all that we pray this Advent season, may we prepare the way for our Lord’s coming.  Amen  
