29th November 2009 SERMON  - ‘Sign Language’ 

Luke 21:25-36 

Mathew 2:1-6
Today is the first Sunday of Advent.

This is ‘day one’ in the church’s calendar; 

a beginning over again; 

a time of intentionally preparing ourselves for God’s arrival.  

That is what ‘advent’ means … an ‘arrival’.

Together we share the expectation that God’s presence is known to us today because of the special and unique arrival among us that is fixed in human history two thousand years ago in a small town called Bethlehem.

This was the first advent of God; the baby Jesus conceived by the Holy Spirit and born of the virgin Mary. 

And despite the quiet and humble nature of this arrival, 

it was one that changed the world, 

   for which we give thanks, and by which we are able to give thanks.

What advent is this passage today from Luke’s Gospel referring to?

This speaks not of the first advent, but of the second advent.

In fact, this is a description given by Jesus himself of his second arrival among us.

Jesus’ description of his second arrival is in pretty full-on apocalyptic terminology.

Some of this terminology may strike our ears as rather bizarre.

“…signs in the sun, the moon, and the stars, and on the earth distress among nations confused by the roaring of the sea and the waves. 26People will faint from fear and foreboding of what is coming upon the world, for the powers of the heavens will be shaken. 27Then they will see “the Son of Man coming in a cloud” with power and great glory.”

Clearly this is not the sort of newspaper account we are more used to, that covers the details of important events. 

Rather, terminology is deliberately used that would have made sense to Jewish ears familiar with the ancient texts in which God’s activity is usually described in such powerful ways.

That said, the signs of God’s activity are not limited exclusively to such powerful terminology. For we also have Jesus describing God’s activity in much more subtle ways: 

the kingdom of God comes like the sprouting of a fig tree; 

like the gentle life emerging from seasonal botanical change.

Both the descriptions of God’s powerful sign language 

and descriptions of God’s subtle sign language 

are not exhaustive, but are indicators of God’s activity.

Ever since the first Christians recognised the delay in Jesus’ second coming from initial expectations, church history has been littered with failed attempts to nail down the mystery and unpredictability of a sovereign God who retains the ability to surprise.

We cannot reduce these signs to merely a checklist to enable us to know what is God’s activity - like some sterile assessment exercise. 

That is not the purpose of Jesus’ teaching.

So if the purpose of Jesus’ teaching about his second coming is not to enable us to define it before it happens, what is its purpose?

The imperatives in this passage emphasis the need for us to be ready:

“Be on guard…” (v34) 

“Be alert…” (v36)

Like a lot of biblical imperatives, it seems to me that this is easier said than done. So if that is the purpose of Jesus’ teaching – for us to be ready…how might we apply this for our lives today?

What can we do to be vigilant to God’s activity?

For an example of just how challenging it is to be ready to respond to God’s activity, let’s consider the story from today’s reading of Matthew’s Gospel.

It’s an appropriate reading for this time of year because, as you will recognise, it is from the nativity story of Jesus’ first advent.

The wise men have followed the sign of the star, a sign that they alone seemed to have recognised as one from God. 

They arrive in Jerusalem and their question about where is the child born to be king of the Jews causes fear not only in the current king, Herod, but (we are told) in all Jerusalem. Perhaps, as can be the case today, political instability can have massive implications for a whole population. Talk of a Messiah figure who may challenge the current reign can be distressing. 

Herod cannot ignore this. And so, reflective of the intermingling of religious and political expectations of power normal for that day, Herod summons the religious leaders.

What is it that Herod wants to know from the chief priests and scribes?

One thing: where?

Where will the Messiah be born?

Without a blink of an eye they give him the answer.  

The religious leaders know their scripture, and so the question is a no-brainer.

They told him, Micah 5:2 says the Messiah will be born… in Bethlehem of Judea.

These are the religious experts, 

covenant keepers with God, 

trained and committed to diligently lead God’s people. 

They know the answers.

So what do they do next?

Nothing.

While the wise men head off to Bethlehem, less than 10 kms away, the religious leaders stay put in Jerusalem. Unlike the wise men the religious leaders do not make the short journey to go check out what God is up to. It’s a similar distance from here to Johnsonville.

And why don’t they go to Bethlehem?

Because they fail to recognise God’s sign language.

The wise men respond well…and in doing so they live up to their title of ‘wise’ men.

Scandalously, these wise men were outsiders; Foreigners unfamiliar to God’s chosen people, and presumably unfamiliar themselves with Israel’s traditions.  Yet, despite these factors, they are the ones who recognise God’s sign, and respond. 

They are ready and willing to act.

This story should trouble us.

As the religious people today, 

the ones connected to God, 

in relationship with him, 

….how ready are we?

Might we be caught out as they were?

We come back to our earlier question… 

What can we do to be vigilant to God’s activity?

I observe at least three ‘stars’ in today’s readings for us to follow, 

as the wise men and women of St Johns!

Firstly, in Luke Jesus urges his followers to live well and seek signs of ‘life’: 

“avoid drunkenness and dissipation (that is wastefulness and frivolous amusement) and being trapped in the worries of this life” [v34]. 

It’s not about taking the fun out of life, but recognising that there are so many things in life that seek to enslave us and distract us from what is meaningful.

So we are to pursue life in God. We are to look for signs of life, in however small and emerging expressions, like that seen in the sprouting of plants [v29-30].

Secondly, despite the failure of the religious leaders in Matthew’s story, I think we are to be familiar with the biblical texts (v5). 

As God’s word to us we recognise the biblical texts to be a valuable guide for living well -  vibrantly and with vitality! 

As with anything else, we are to avoid being slavish to the Bible, or limiting it to merely a one-dimensional understanding. For it is the living word of God, that experience shows God’s Spirit speaks through again and again and again. 

Will our familiarity with the biblical texts engender complacency, or awareness of how it applies meaningfully to even the most contemporary of situations and issues we face?

Thirdly, we are more likely to recognise God’s sign language together.

As our resolve is daily diluted by the surrounding cultural and social pressures, in our coming together to share worship and the living of our faith, we are enabled to re-member who we are. 

We are encouraged in continuing the journey of faith, sharing the benefits of discerning God’s activity together. It seems to me that God’s activity is likely to be revealed to more than just one person, and so together we are more likely to recognise the authentic signs from God and be able to respond to them.

This advent season, may we all be sensitive to how we might be vigilant to God’s activity.

At the same time there is no need to stress out, for God shows us he is patient with us too.

In this season, as we gives thanks and celebrate God’s first advent, we acknowledge that very few in the nativity story recognised God’s activity at first. (Mary had time to get ready… nine months in fact – a tradition that is continued by women all over the world to this very day!) 

The first advent was not what people were expecting. And yet, with the benefit of Jesus’ full life and revelation of God, we are able to proclaim the power of God’s activity in the form of a tiny baby.

Let me conclude this reflection with the well-crafted words of Robert A. Raines:

“God speaks to us in God’s own special sign language – a baby. Not much. A baby is birth, beginnings, potential without guarantee. A baby is helpless but not hopeless. A baby is someone to watch. 

A baby is a future appearing now.”
Thanks be to God!

Amen.
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