The Third Sunday in Advent – 2009

I. Introduction
This question is for the kids, or if your children are all grown up you can imagine how they would answer.  Every parent has their favorite mini-sermons that they preach over and over again.  If you’re not quite sure what I mean, just finish this sentence the way they would: “How many times have I told you to…”?
Favorite responses at our Men’s Breakfast Bible Study were: “Let us know where you are and when you will be home.”  And “Let me know when you notice the car doing something funny.”  Not surprisingly no one in that group finished the sentence with “put the seat down,” though I imagine that’s a popular sermon in other groups.

II.  The Good News of John the Baptist
Opening
What if your kids were to summarize all of your sermons into just a couple of paragraphs?  Which ones would they choose?  I bring it up because I am intrigued by the Gospel writer Luke’s choice of John the Baptist’s sermons, beginning with my favorite, “You brood of vipers”, and then launching into exhortations for people to live fairly and justly, and then calling it all good news.
Good news?
I have to tell you my Lutheran ears perked up to hear Luke call all those Law-based mini-sermons Good News.  There is no Gospel in any of it… at least the way we have come to understand how Gospel functions... just words that condemned selfish and unjust behaviors.

But the more I thought about it, if you are a person who is on the bottom of the system John’s words would seem like good news. One of my older brothers had once wrestled me down, sat on me and was tickling me.  Just then Dad came home and joined in the romp by wrestling my brother to the ground, sitting on him and tickling him, and I thought that was great good news.  Likewise if you are someone who is poor and without, or who is being cheated or extorted or bullied, and someone preaches a word that leads to some relief, you would certainly consider that good news!  

Seeking justice in the waiting

So what I take from that is that in this time of waiting for Jesus to come again we don’t get to ignore justice issues… we don’t get to ignore the needs of our neighbors by saying, “Oh Jesus is coming soon, and he’ll fix all that.  We don’t have to worry about it.”  No, what it means to be in the waiting room is learning to love our neighbor as ourselves.
This congregation has literally been sharing their abundance of necessities with those who are going without in Sioux Falls.  Thank you for your response last weekend by providing enough necessities so that we didn’t run out this time even though we had a record number of households who came, two-thirds of whom had never been here before.

Closing
This practice of sharing our abundance with those going without is just the first step though.  I suspect that the Spirit will lead us into ways that seek to change entire systems and patterns of injustice that we have taken for granted as unchangeable.  There is work to do in the waiting room.  Some of the work begins in our own hearts.
III. One who is coming
Opening
That brings me to the last sermon of John that Luke recorded: “One is coming who is more powerful than I… He will baptize you with the Spirit and with fire.”  Now we’re talking good news!  Or are we?  John ends that mini-sermon with: “He will gather the grain… but the chaff he will burn with fire.”  And the question of every listener is the same: Am I going to be considered chaff, the discarded shell of the grain, or grain?  Is this good news or bad news?
Saint and sinner
To answer that I am going to put my Lutheran hat back on, because one of Martin Luther’s great insights is that God doesn’t require sinners to become saints before he saves us; God saves sinners by joining us to Christ, and belonging to Christ makes us saints.
In other words, every baptized child of God whom God has claimed as precious grain, still has a lot of chaff in their lives.  The chaff is the part of us, the old Adam or Eve, which still hasn’t learned to trust God and God’s love for us.  The chaff is that part that seeks to “fix” our pain in ways that ultimately hurt us or our neighbor.
Burning the chaff
If you look at it that way, burning the chaff away with the fire of Christ’s love is very good news indeed.  Those who have turned to alcohol to numb the pain in their lives and now wish for a life free from addiction would certainly look at that as good news.  Those whose anger has blasted away at those closest to them leaving in its wake an emotionally-crippled home would certainly look at burning that chaff as good news.
And this Jesus whom we claim as Lord and Savior has the power to do just that.  He can transform lives by loving the whole of us, just as we are, and holding us close until we learn to love and trust him.  And as we do, the chaff we thought defined who we were begins to fall away and is burned as his love redefines who we really are.

Closing
The passionate fire of Jesus’ love for us creates in us the desire to love our neighbor, to share what we have, and to work for justice for those who are victims… to do the very things the Law demands because we want to, not because we have to.
IV. Conclusion
There is work to be done in the waiting room, and it can be very hard work, but it is work done with joy and with heart because we have encountered the One whom John said was coming.  Jesus’ love has found us, his love has claimed us, and his love is transforming us.  His love sees the grain in us; his love frees us from the chaff in our lives.  He is the One we will keep our eyes on as we go about our work in the waiting room.  Amen.
