THANKSGIVING DOWN PAYMENT

Sermon for the Twenty Fifth Sunday after Pentecost, November 18, 2007

Readings: Isaiah 65:17-25; Psalm 98; 2 Thessalonians 3:6-13; Luke 21:5-19

Sermon text: For I am about to create a new heavens and a new earth; the former things shall not be remembered or come to mind. Isaiah 65:17

Most people think of religion as something ancestral, retrospective, and traditional. Revelation is something that happened in the past, back on a holy mountain, or in an encounter at an empty tomb. But the gospel runs counter to this. The mountain is slowly being lowered into place (see the end of the Bible, the final scene of the book of Revelation). The angels were being helpful, not sarcastic, when they asked the women who came Easter morning to the then-empty tomb: “Why are you looking for the living among the dead?” (Luke 24:5)
For Christ lives in the future tense. As the angels continued (in Matthew’s account) to direct the women: “Indeed he is going ahead of you to Galilee; there you will see him” (Matthew 28:7). He has gone ahead. We are to meet him. He is coming again, from the future. This is consistent with Jesus’ behavior from the beginning; he was always saying come, follow me. Even in his first coming his message of something coming: The kingdom of heaven has at hand. Repent and get ready to live in the new world of God.

This is why the good news is always news.

The way the world looks at the future changes with the age and season, sometimes optimistic, sometimes pessimistic. In the early modern age many foresaw a glorious era of progress into a state of universal civilization; this was the age of Enlightenment; unbounded faith was placed in human reason and reasonableness. The 20th century killed that hope, along with millions of people. Nuclear weapons and other weapons of mass destruction, as well as the prospect of climate change, and the possibility of the collapse of an unsustainable number of humans on earth, lead many in this so-called post-modern age to a pessimistic view of the future. For the first time in American history a majority of people say that things will not be better for their children than for themselves. Who knows? What is certain is that we are living through an historically unprecedented pace of change. Nobody can predict what the world will be like when our children are adults; let alone our grandchildren. Technology is out of control. We feel, as someone put it, like the wheels have come off the trolley and the trolley has come off the tracks—and where it is headed, who knows? Uncertainty and pessimism don’t make for an easy mind; we live in an anxious and fearful time.  A time very much like the time the disciples lived in, a time when the gospels were written, just after Jerusalem had been destroyed and the end of the world couldn’t be too far off.

Religious versions of optimism or pessimism are still around. The early twentieth century witnessed the “social gospel”; the current version  focuses on meeting the Millennium Development Goals. Pessimists have always seen the end near. Forty years ago it was The Late Great Planet Earth by Hal Lindsey; today it is Tim Lahaye’s Left Behind potboilers. 

Hold on though. We don’t what tomorrow holds, but we do know who holds tomorrow (as the old hymn has it). 
We know from scripture that there will be times of tribulation, as we here in today’s gospel lesson. We now from scripture there will be a day of reckoning; we know from scripture there will be a gathering of the nations and a coming again. We also know for scripture that “a new Jerusalem” is coming down from heaven, so that God will dwell with the people. The final promise in the New Testament is given in Revelation chapter 21; it is written on the cross in our memorial garden: “Behold I make all things new.”

And we have a pledge or down payment on this promise. The cross and resurrection was the pledge of our redemption. This should help with our anxiety and fear. Because nothing can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus. Nothing we can do can break God’s bond. We have jumped in the pool of baptism and there is only the deep end of God’s love. The cross is the down payment and proof. Paul wrote that “God proves his love for us in that while we were still sinners Christ died for us… Much more surely then, now that we have been reconciled, will we saved by his life” (Romans 5:8, 10) The resurrection was the first fruits of the life to come, Jesus has gone ahead; we will join him; even now a place is being prepared.

And Jesus sent the Holy Spirit, to be our arrabon, pledge or down payment, of the coming age. It is the Holy Spirit that gives us the power to respond with love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control—the fruit of the Spirit as Paul lists it in Galatians 5:22. 

Obviously these are opposed to what Paul called desires of the flesh: fornication, licentiousness, envy, greed, jealousy, revenge, quarrels and things like these. And these take work to root out. A job we will never do completely. The world is a mix of weeds and flowers, good and evil, ugly and beautiful. The question is how do you respond to it?

Give thanks for the down payment. And build on it. Respond with the fruit of the Holy Spirit.
Buds are even now on the trees and bushes. They can easily be pinched off or damaged now. But protect them and in the spring they will unfold into flowers.

In your heart you have longings for a kind of life, for a deeper intimacy with God, for a life lived in the spirit of Christ. This gift of the Holy Spirit should be protected, not pinched off. This yearning should be attended to, prayed upon. It is the future calling you.

For God’s future is at least partly coming from us. We are Christ’s hands and feet in the world now. Our longing is God’s longing, our dream of a world at peace and a creation in harmony is God’s dream. And we can make part of it come alive. It won’t happen otherwise. No one else is going to give you a magic elixir of joy; it is your cultivation of the fruit of the Spirit that will stop the cycle of quarrels in your family. It starts within your heart, or nowhere. It is your forgiveness, your lack of reactive anger that will provide a spirit around which and toward which the family system can settle down. It is not easy. It takes the practice of prayer. It takes community support: people to talk to and share and pray with.

Become aware of what is being let go. This process can be painful. It involves pruning the unnecessary and weeding out the harmful. But remember: Some things will never come about unless in Christ you make it so. But not you alone. It is a “we” question: “what shall we do next?” You and Jesus are in this together. We all are.

Beauty and joy also. If you have a longing for more beauty and joy in your life, listen to it. But don’t expect it to drop down from the sky. You have to cultivate the bud and bring it to flower. How? That is for experiment and discernment.

Try something. Try a new approach in some hard place in your life. See what grows. Maybe here we can try different forms of worship and outreach and education. Try something for a few months and then have a party to talk about it—if we like it we’ll keep going. 

We have much to be thankful for, no doubt. Yet the holiday season is also mixed with stress and family tension, memories and grief, illness and anxiety about the world. There is loneliness even in a party.  But we are still called to be thankful. Not only for our past and present blessings but for our future. 

Later in the service you will be invited to bring your pledge for the coming year up to the altar along with your offering for the day. If you haven’t brought your pledge card there is one in your leaflet. I know that we are primarily gathering our sense of our congregation’s level of giving so that we can plan for our mission and ministry. It is the hope of the vestry and myself that we will not only receive enough pledges to be confident that we can pay the salaries and bills but also build a reserve for the future and even more importantly reintroduce a level of mission and outreach giving that is commensurate with the resources even this small number can offer. What an arrabon of hope we can be in this little part of the world. Remember that Jesus started small too!

But in addition to offering money I pray that we can offer God a spiritual pledge, a return on his investment. This is the primary reason I am introducing the ritual of placing our pledge card on the altar as a sign of our offering of our selves, our souls and bodies, as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God. This pledging of ourselves, as Paul notes in Romans 12, is our spiritual worship.  Everyone therefore is invited to come forward with a pledge card—filled out with a pledge of money or just with a note to God you have made in your heart. 

The great mystic Meister Eckert once described God as the novissimus, the maximally newest. God is not getting older, he is getting newer. Let us in Christ do the same.
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