3rd Sunday of Advent
Sermon 12.11.11
Scripture:	1 Thessalonians 5:16-24
		John 1:6-8, 19-28

Margaret died on Friday morning, first thing, one o’clock.  Susan, her daughter, was with her and said later that it was a peaceful dying.  Margaret was comfortable, unafraid.  It was also a quick decline.  A week earlier I sat with her on her sofa.  We talked and prayed.  A week later, the afternoon before she died, I was with her again but now she was confined to her bed, not quite awake not quite asleep, breathing deeply and irregularly but easily too, relaxed especially with words of scripture filling the air.  Now she has died, and though her time with us as a congregation was brief—a couple of years a couple of years ago—we loved her and so we’ll miss her and for a long time we’ll remember her.
My to-do list is long these days—longer now for having a funeral to plan and participate in.  I’ll bet yours is long, too.  So maybe it’s unhelpful that Paul has left us with a to-do list.  Or maybe it’s very helpful:
1. Rejoice always.
2. Pray without ceasing.
3. Give thanks in all circumstances, for this is the will of God in Christ.
4. Do not quench the Spirit.
5. Do not despise the words of the prophets, but test everything.
6. Abstain from every form of evil; hold fast to what is good.
This is the earliest written text of the New Testament—Paul’s first letter to the church in Thessalonica.  This means that Paul was writing as a person to a people, all of whom were expecting the return of Christ, and soon.  Life was about to change utterly.  They would any time now be rescued from the wrath that was to come.  That’s how Paul phrased it—the wrath being the violence that the Roman empire would unleash in the mounting War against the Jews, and rescue being a way through that violence without participating in it in any fashion, neither as perpetrator nor as victim nor as bystander, but as faithful in the narrow way from life to abundant life. 
It’s sometimes thought to be a source of embarrassment—the delayed parousia, which is to say the delay in Christ’s return.  So much of New Testament writing promises that he’d come, and soon; yet he didn’t.  So much of Paul’s writing, in particular, is pregnant with expectation, a pregnancy that seems now to have been hysterical.  So, what are we to make of authoritative scripture that is just plain wrong?  What are we to make of a faith whose foundation is an anticipated event that never came to pass? 
—at least, not yet.  It hasn’t come to pass yet.  (Lack of evidence proves nothing.)
I’m not embarrassed by this delay—because it really doesn’t change much.  What they were waiting for then we’re waiting for still—Christ to come and reign forevermore, the kingdom of God to be established such that nothing can assail it, justice rolling down like waters and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream, where mourning and crying and pain have no place, where death is no more.  That it isn’t here now doesn’t make it never to come.  So, I’m neither embarrassed by this nor discouraged by it.  What I am is guided by it.  For like those earliest watchers and waiters and keepers-awake, who knew (thanks to Paul) what to do with the time being, we can do as well: 
1. Rejoice always.
2. Pray without ceasing.
3. Give thanks in all circumstances, for this is the will of God in Christ.
4. Do not quench the Spirit.
5. Do not despise the words of the prophets, but test everything.
6. Abstain from every form of evil; hold fast to what is good.
The first of these might speak most to us today because this is the Sunday of Advent—the 3rd Sunday of Advent—that is the day to think on joy.  The first is hope, the second is peace, the third is joy.  And it struck me.  Approaching Advent’s day of joy through the day of Margaret’s death struck me.  You’d think these two things would be mutually exclusive.  But they’re not.
Likewise it might seem grim to think of life, of the time being, as simply a waiting game for the end we know will come.  Even if the end we imagine is a glorious homecoming, as it is for me, as it is for us, to reduce life to merely a prolonged period of waiting might strike us as dispiriting indeed.  
One night a couple years before falling asleep, Toby became terribly conscious of death—of mine, of his own.  “I don’t want to die,” he kept crying.  And he made it clear, “I know I won’t soon.  But I don’t want to at all.”  Resentful of Jesus, who got resurrected to life, he didn’t want to suffer the much lesser fate of ceasing to be.  I tried to tell him.  I tried to minister to him.  “Jesus is the first born of the dead; as we die like him, so we’ll rise like him.”  And this sort of testimony is good to hear, but it didn’t soothe his anxiety.  Here’s what did: thinking on how to live while we wait.  “Let’s tell jokes and sing songs and learn how to read and work to ease suffering and worship God and rejoice that we’re alive now.  Let’s love each other and annoy each other and forgive each other and move on.”
Of course, what he really needed at that point was to get some sleep—which he did.  And in the morning he was himself again, his head back in the game of life, anticipating the school day, asking about breakfast, expectant about watching a cartoon with Jack while I scrambled the eggs.  But it’s still there, I know, as it is for all of us.
You know, it might well be that the to-do lists we all keep—so busy are we amidst this busy culture, especially during this busy season—serve to distract us from this truth, sometimes beautiful, sometimes brutal.  And that’s okay.  It’d be tough indeed to live ever-conscious of the shortness and uncertainty of life.  So here instead is what we should: make sure our to-do lists are filled with things worth doing.
1. Rejoice always.
2. Pray without ceasing.
3. [bookmark: _GoBack]Thanks be to God.
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