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THE THIRD SUNDAY OF ADVENT

A SEASON OF EXPECTED SURPRISES

Surprising Joy
Isaiah 12:2-6; Luke 3:7-18

The second chapter of Luke’s gospel which tells the Christmas story is
laced throughout with all of the beauty, sweetness, and simplicity you could
want in such a spectacular story.  There is a young couple traveling a long
way as the woman is about to give birth.  There are shepherds, angels, a
borrowed stable, and a baby in the animals’ feed trough.  Music echoes on
the night air and stars brighten as the drama unfolds.  That is the second
chapter of Luke’s gospel.  Then there is the third chapter.

It begins with an historical note to let us know that it took place about
thirty years after the birth of Jesus.  And John the Baptist appears.  We have
not heard from him since he leapt in his mother Elizabeth’s womb when her
cousin Mary–expecting Jesus–came to visit (Luke 1:41).  Luke himself has
leapt ahead these thirty years from that story of sweetness and light to one
that carries a very different tone.  Listen:

John said to the crowds that came out to be baptized by
him, “You brood of vipers!  Who warned you to flee from the wrath
to come?  Bear fruits worthy of repentance.  Do not begin to say
to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our ancestor’; for I tell you,
God is able from these stones to raise up children to Abraham.
Even now the ax is lying at the root of the trees; every tree
therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into
the fire.”  And the crowds asked him, “What then should we do?”
In reply he said to them, “Whoever has two coats must share with
anyone who has none; and whoever has food must do likewise.”
Even tax collectors came to be baptized, and they asked him,
“Teacher, what should we do?”  He said to them, “Collect no more
than the amount prescribed for you.”  Soldiers also asked him,
“And we, what should we do?”  He said to them, “Do not extort
money from anyone by threats or false accusation, and be
satisfied with your wages.” 

As the people were filled with expectation, and all were
questioning in their hearts concerning John, whether he might be
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the Messiah, John answered all of them by saying, “I baptize you
with water; but one who is more powerful than I is coming; I am
not worthy to untie the thong of his sandals.  He will baptize you
with the Holy Spirit and fire.  His winnowing fork is in his hand, to
clear his threshing floor and to gather the wheat into his granary;
but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.”  So, with many
other exhortations, he proclaimed the good news to the people.

Luke 3:7-18

At Christmastime I do not want a drama about wrath, repentance, and
unquenchable fire.  I much prefer Handel’s Messiah, “A Charlie Brown
Christmas,” or “It’s a Wonderful Life” to the dark story that unfolds in John the
Baptist’s brooding call to repentance.  I would rather be called a blockhead by
Lucy Van Pelt than a “brood of vipers” by John the Baptist.  I would much
rather discover that my life has made some positive difference than to be
accused of using faith for nothing more than to escape eternal torment.  When
you read the third chapter of Luke’s gospel, however, you get the snakes
instead of bells that ring when angels get their wings.

At Christmastime I would rather hear about shepherds abiding in the
field and angels singing on high than receive a scathing diatribe from John.
And I certainly do not want to turn on my television anticipating “A Miracle on
34th Street,” and discover breaking news that another boy has gone on a
shooting rampage.  The last thing I want to hear at Christmas time or any time
is that six and seven year old children and their teachers–much like the little
ones who trotted off to Children’s Church a few minutes ago–were the targets
of a young man’s demented wrath.

Reality has a way of horning in on our expectations.  Rarely do we have
a “White Christmas” or roast chestnuts on an open fire because it is hardly
ever cold enough here for snow or even a fire.  Still, the predominant image
of Christmas for most of us is set in New England where snow and fires and,
I would presume, roasting chestnuts, are common.  So instead of dreaming
of snow on Christmas morning and sleigh rides with jingle bells, rather than
fantasizing about a real-life snowman which would surely bring a joyful smile
to anyone who saw it, I am glued to the TV listening to a horrific story about
unimaginable evil in, of all places, a quaint New England town.

Christmas joy?  “Bah Humbug,” Scrooge would say, and perhaps John
the Baptist would join in.  Why are you running after this “Christmas joy” when
the world is going to hell in a handbasket, or so it would seem?
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If we are honest, most of us will admit that we come to church on many
Sundays looking for a little respite, some brief reprieve from the bitterness,
anger, turmoil, and pain of life that we experience during the week.  What,
then, do you do when church hands you back those very same things?

Lutheran Pastor Peter Marty tells of a Christmas Eve sermon that
caused a family to leave his congregation.  Going out the door at midnight,
the cusp of Christmas, the mother said, “I will never set foot in this church
again,” and she has since kept her promise.  Apparently she felt that the
mention of murdered children on Christmas Eve was inappropriate and
inexcusable.  Rev. Marty had told the story of a little boy in Trenton, New
Jersey whose body had been discovered in a bag under a fire escape.  A
church in the area had been picking up the boy and his mother each Sunday
to take them to worship but when the van arrived, the mother and son were
not waiting as was their custom.  What the van driver did not know is that
while he was waiting out front, the police were out back breaking the tragic
news to a distraught mother.1  It does not sound like a Christmas story, does
it?  Of course we don’t like to hear that following Jesus’ birth, Herod, in an
attempt to eliminate the competition, ordered all two year old baby boys killed.
I remember a similar story involving a little fellow named Moses.  Apparently,
not all senseless massacres happen in our time.

At Christmastime or any other time, we do not want to hear about
horrific news such as happened in the Sandy Hook Elementary School on
Friday.  We don’t want to hear what John the Baptist has to say, but it is part
of the larger story.  I had not planned to include a reference to Newtown,
Connecticut when I began thinking about this sermon a couple of months ago.
At that time I had never heard of the town.  Yet, when one of our members
asked me point blank in front of the dairy section in Harris Teeter on Friday
evening if I was going to speak about what happened earlier in the day, I
supposed that I would.  And why not?  Who warned us to flee from the wrath
to come?  Who told us to shy away from difficult issues in life–especially at
Christmastime?  Not Luke!  Not Matthew!  Certainly not Jesus!

At Christmastime we expect the gifts of Advent: hope, love, joy, and
peace.  They have been promised to God’s people for thousands of years.
Isaiah was big on these subjects.  With exuberance he preached, “Shout
aloud and sing for joy, O royal Zion, for great in your midst is the Holy One of
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Israel” (Isaiah 12:6).  Isaiah and the other prophets waxed eloquent when
telling us our expectations would be fulfilled.

It is hard enough for us to see adults suffer at Christmastime, but it is
unbearable to witness harm to children.  To think of those young lives that will
never unwrap Christmas presents, never graduate from trikes to bikes to cars,
never become mothers, fathers, or leaders in their community.  Just as the
killing of the Hebrew children and the rescue of Moses is now a part of the
Exodus story and the killing of the innocents and the flight to Egypt is a part
of the nativity story, so the massacre in Newtown is now a part of our
Christmas story.  And so is the story of Reggie Brown.

I wonder if any of you heard about his story.  It was a small item on the
front page of The News & Observer yesterday.  Reggie Brown was a
homeless man whose body was found stuffed head first into a trash can.  On
Friday four teenagers were arrested for his murder.  Three of them are fifteen
years old.  The fourth one is only thirteen.  Another teen was arrested as an
accomplice.  They are all children themselves.

Although we will remember that Reggie Brown was homeless, his story
is much larger.  A native of Roxboro, he was an athlete and a member of the
marching band in high school.  Recently down on his luck, he was preparing
for the test to become a licensed electrician and a contractor.  He had two
young daughters and a Facebook account with 104 friends.2  His
expectations, like those of the children and adults in Newtown, will never be
realized.

So why do we do it?  Why do we continue to sing “How Great Our Joy”
when so many people in the world are joyless?  Why do we light candles and
talk about hope when so many people in the world feel hopeless?  Why do we
sing beautiful music and wish one another a merry Christmas when there is
little merriment and great sorrow in so much of the world?  Who told us to flee
from the wrath to come?

We continue to sing and hope and rejoice because Christmas joy is not
simply a feel-good kind of hilarity.  It does not come in a bottle or wrapped in
pretty paper tied with a bow.  Christmas joy is not always happy or marked
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with a smile.  Sometimes Christmas joy is accompanied by tears and anguish
and a wringing of the hands but it is joy nonetheless.

When Jesus was born angels announced good tidings of great joy which
were intended for all people.  Unto us was born a Savior–Christ the Lord–and
the babe was found swaddled in cloths, lying in a manger.

He was another baby born into poverty in a time when his people were
oppressed.  A foreign army occupied their land.  A despot ruled his people.
Times were difficult.  Suffering was common.  So what was so exciting about
another baby boy born into a harsh world?  I will tell you what!  He was the
Savior–Christ–the Messiah.  It was a story worth hearing, news to spread far
and wide.  It stirred longings deep in the hearts of the Jews.  Hope was
kindled again.  Love unending stirred within them.  Joy returned.  It was not
a jovial attitude; rather, it was a deep assurance that perhaps peace might be
real after all.  It was an abiding confidence that God is here!

We expect joy at Christmastime because Isaiah and all of the prophets
promised it.  We expect joy because the angels announced it when Jesus was
born.  We expect joy because we need it in our sometimes joyless lives.  We
expect it because God offered it.

The joy of Christmas, however, is a surprising joy.  It exists even in the
midst of sorrow.  It persists even when tragedy strikes.  It remains despite all
indications to the contrary.

John the Baptist warned people flocking to the Jordan River to beware
the wrath that was to come and not to think that getting dunked in the river
was going to protect them from all heartache and suffering.  When the people
begged him to tell them what to do, he offered three simple suggestions:

First, he said, be charitable.  If you have two coats share one with
someone who has none.  If you have food, offer it to someone who is hungry.
Second, don’t cheat and take more than you should.  Even if it means there
is less take home pay in your envelope, be fair with people.  Third, don’t
abuse your power.  Just because you have the authority to take advantage of
other people does not mean that you should exercise it.  Use your power for
good and discover that there is joy in sharing, in being honest, and in serving
others.  Finally, he reminded them that One was coming, indeed had already
arrived, who would fulfill all of the promises made by God through the
prophets.  
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When the people heard what John the Baptist had to say, they were
filled with expectation.  Despite his dark warnings and harsh tone, they felt no
resentment; instead, surprising joy crept in and opened their hearts.

While on one level John the Baptist was certainly speaking of an
ultimate reckoning by God with all people, I believe there is another level on
which the “wrath to come” means dealing with the difficult and tragic times of
life.  Christ came to earth precisely because everything was not sweetness
and light.  If the world had been perfect, there would have been no need for
him to come.  Instead, horrific things happen throughout the world and we still
need a Savior to help us cope.  Christ has come.  That is the Gospel.  That
is the Good News which we continue to proclaim on days like last Sunday
when this sanctuary was filled with heavenly music and on Friday when the
air in Newtown, Connecticut was filled with gunshots and sirens and wails of
heartbreak and despair.  Even in the midst of those difficult times we are
surprised to discover a joy that abides within because we know that we are
not alone.  God is with us–Emmanuel–Jesus Christ.  That is the surprising joy
of Christmastime. Thanks be to God!  Amen.



December 16, 2012 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

O God who became flesh and dwelt among us, as the birth of our Savior
draws near, we can rejoice in the abiding love you have shown to your people
throughout the ages.  And yet, in this season of Advent, we continue to be
surprised by your grace, by the beauty of your creation, by the cry of a baby
in a manger.  We give you thanks for familiar music and comforting traditions.
We give you thanks for the grace of family and friends, for times shared and
gifts given.  Most of all, we give you thanks for the gift of your Son who brings
us light, who gives us hope, who fills our celebrations with abundant joy and
abiding peace.  Help us in our gratitude to have a spirit of generosity and
compassion.  Help us to share all that you have given to us and to remember
that you are the source of all that we have and all that we are.

On this day when we have lit the candle of joy, we pray, Lord Jesus, that
you would come to bring joy to our world.  Bring joy to the one who has sung
these carols for a lifetime and still sings them with heart and soul and voice.
Bring joy to the child who comes with eyes wide and heart open and knows
that we are celebrating something too wondrous to comprehend.  Bring joy to
communities where violence has left only pain and disbelief in its path.  Bring
joy to the hopeless ones who long to carry with them the assurance that you
are with them when the world has forgotten them.  Bring joy to those for whom
the sounds of war have drowned out the melodies of carols. Bring joy to all of
us who long to experience the wonders of your love as though we were
hearing the good news of Christ’s birth for the first time.  With all heaven and
nature, let us sing and shout and speak of our great joy, that the dark places
of the world might know that you have come.  We pray in the name of the One
who comes to bring us life that is joyful and abundant, even Jesus Christ our
Lord.  Amen.   

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


