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Soli Deo Gloria


Keep awake, Jesus tells us, for you do not know when the master of the house will come… And what I say to you I say to all:  keep awake.


Be ready – we never know.  A young football player in peak physical condition dies suddenly of a brain aneurism.  A man I knew finished seminary at 40 and was dead from cancer in 4 months.  A woman driving home from a Christmas shopping trip has a momentary lapse in attention and is killed in a car wreck.


Keep awake, Jesus tells us.


A third of American children live in poverty – a third.  A woman came to my church for help with medicine for her kids – she had taken her children and escaped from an abusive relationship but with only a high school education, the best job she could find paid only $14,000/yr with no benefits.


Keep awake, Jesus tells us – we will be judged.


Our political parties cannot agree on any substantive way to fix our nations economic ills – but you can be certain that they’ll raise over $1 billion to pay for the next election cycle.  Taxes are lowered for the rich and huge corporations while over 45 million have no health insurance and personal bankruptcies are at record levels.


Keep awake, Jesus tells us – we will be judged.


Isaiah tells it like it is this morning:  ‘We have all become like one who is unclean and all our righteous deeds are like a filthy cloth.  We all fade like a leaf, and our iniquities, like the wind, take us away.’  All of us.  We are all complicit in our lifestyles, our access to terribly expensive medical care, our homes and cars, our excess consumption – all this while 6 million children die from hunger each year.


Keep awake – we will be judged.


The lessons for the next couple of weeks are not pleasant ones, not stories about Christmas and decorations and feasts.  They are stories about the end of time when we Christians believe that we will each be judged, held accountable.  I don’t think Jesus will ask about our sins, I think he will ask, ‘what have you done with the gifts I gave you?  What have you done for the least of those around you?’


We prepare now, during Advent, not for the birth of our savior, but about that day when we will each of us step up to the throne and answer for our selfishness – which is the root of all sin.


Isaiah prays for God to come down and tear open the heavens, to make the mountains quake, to unleash a cleansing fire.  I am not as eager for all of that as Isaiah is, being so painfully aware of the dirt on my own hands and soul.  God in Jesus will come to meet those who have done right, have lived as God dreams for us to live and to welcome them home.  But what about the rest of us?


We proclaim our God as the creator of all that is, we endlessly acknowledge his power and majesty in our worship and prayers and we give him thanks – but are we ready to meet him, there at the throne of judgment?


Advent is not a rosy, cheery time in the Church.  Who among us wants to dig deep down into our soul and examine it as God knows it – to look at our priorities, our checkbooks, our angers and grudges.  Who among us truly wants to get serious about taking stock of who we really are, the way we live, and our need for repentance.


It is so much easier to get busy with our holiday plans – parties, shopping, feasts.  So much easier.  Who needs all that judgment stuff?  We are good people, we give to charity and the church, we reach out and help when we can.  And besides – we’ve got years of life ahead of us for all that navel-gazing and soul searching.


And yet, Jesus – God’s very word made flesh – tells us to keep awake, that is, to be ready.  We do not know the day or the hour of our death, that moment when the master returns from his journey and expects us to give an accounting.  When will that be?  20 years? 10? Today?


People are endlessly trying to predict the end of time when Jesus will come in the cloud.  We had a double prediction of this nonsense this year.  Jesus tells his disciples that not even he knows, only the Father knows.


But Jesus is also blunt this morning.  Don’t worry about when the end is coming for you are meant to be busy doing the Lord’s work.  You can look at a fig tree and tell the change of the season, can’t you?  Then you ought to be able to look around the world and see that it is broken by greed, violence, sickness and hunger. You ought to know that this is not part of God’s plan, God’s dream.  You ought to know that part of you is responsible to be about God’s work in the world.


And in the story of the household servants who are fast asleep when the master unexpectedly returns, Jesus is making it clear to those with ears to hear, that we are to be eternally vigilant.  How can that be?


When it comes to the state of our souls, God does expect us to be eternally vigilant, and part of that vigilance is to be pondering whether what we are thinking and doing right now is helping or hurting the world and the people around us.  Are the decisions we make about our money and possessions in line with God’s commandment to love others as ourselves?  Are our personal priorities congruent with Jesus’ Great Commandment?


We are to be eternally vigilant for we can be certain that our innate self-centeredness is eternally at work in us, putting our perceived wants and desires as most important.  So Jesus warns us to be eternally vigilant, eternally ready to step up to the throne of judgment.


We are mostly like those household servants in that we pretty much take our positions for granted.  These are the people Jesus warns to keep awake.  He doesn’t need to warn the oppressed, the hungry, the displaced, those who have nothing, for they are already awake.  They are fraught with fear and worry and anxiety and doubt.  Jesus doesn’t need to tell them to stay awake, they probably can’t sleep at night anyway.


No it is to us, we who are complacent and indifferent that Jesus is speaking to.  He speaks to we who have so much:  enough to eat, a warm place to sleep, more clothes then we know what to do with, we who spend as much on a car as a small house costs – we are who Jesus warns to stay awake, for we will be judged.


For while I don’t believe in the apocalyptic visions of Daniel and Revelations, I do believe that I will step up to the Lord after I die and be held accountable.  I have been given so much:  born in America, never a victim of war or violence, raised safely out in the heartland.  I had a fine education, excellent health care, great teachers, friends and job opportunities.  Jesus will want to know what I did with all of those blessings.  Did I feed the hungry?  Clothe the naked?  Visit the sick and the prisoners?  Did I make the world even a little bit better?  Of did I just work to improve my lot?


I am not eager to look into those eyes of pure love and with humiliation admit that I could not do it, that I was afraid I wouldn’t have enough for myself, that I didn’t trust that God would provide for me and those I love.  I don’t want to admit that I cared more about money and stuff then I did about the state of my soul.  I don’t want to admit that I simply fell asleep, that I couldn’t keep awake.


And I won’t be alone, for none of us can be eternally vigilant – it’s impossible.  And that’s why we have Advent, a time for introspection and prayer, a time to slow down and think about our judgment.  And this is why Advent comes just before Christmas


For God knows that we are only human and that we are incapable of eternal vigilance.  God made us, knows us and loves us – loves us so much that he came to live among us to tell us that, and to teach us how to live.  And in the miracle of the Incarnation, we are given the ultimate gift – help and hope.  In Jesus, God among us, we have a life, teachings and actions to touch and see so that we know how we are to live.  


In Jesus we are given proof that God does intend to set things right, that God does plan to fix the broken world we live in, to bind up the wounded, to heal the sick and open the eyes of the blind, to feed the hungry.  For this is what God does in Jesus and this is what God intends for us to continually do – for we, the Church, are the Body of Christ in the world, and God does his work here on earth through us.


And in the resurrection, we have hope, our only hope, the hope that God loves us so much that we will be forgiven and made welcome.  So as we ponder on our need of repentance and our need for forgiveness, we have hope – hope in the God who loves, hope of the Kingdom of God to come.


AMEN
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