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I hope you all had a wonderful Thanksgiving.  Jim and I went to Milwaukee to visit our son and his fiancé, and my mother.  We had a great time eating turkey and pumpkin pie, but the high point was just being together.  Thanksgiving is a time we seem to do a lot of eating. And before we eat, we say “grace.”  Now, I have to confess one of my pet peeves to you:  when people give thanks saying grace but are not clear WHO they are speaking to.  This bothers me because a “grace” is addressed to someone, and that someone is God.  The good things that we have are not just the result of luck, or coincidence, they are a gift FROM God. It is God who formed us, who shaped us, and who is responsible for everything good about us.  Our Scripture readings today capture all of this.  In our first reading, the prophet Isaiah says, “O Lord, you are our father; we are the clay, you are the potter; we are the work of your hands.”  We are like clay in the potter’s hands; God has shaped us, and is still shaping us to be more like Him.  And Paul, in our 2nd reading is thanking God for the church people in the town of Corinth (which is in modern day Greece) –Paul says, “I give thanks to my God always for you because of the grace of God that has been given you in Christ Jesus, for in every way you have been enriched in Him.”  Indeed, we have been enriched by Christ Jesus as well.  So, in looking back at our lives, we give thanks to God Almighty for all that we are, all that we have.  
But what about as we look forward, what about the future?  This season of Advent is all about looking forward, anticipation for the coming of Christ.  God’s provision for you started at the beginning, is at work in you now, and God’s got a good plan for your future too!  So, we are in the midst of a true-to-life drama that theologians call, “already but not yet:” we already benefit from Jesus’ love, but not yet is it fully experienced.  I heard a radio preacher express it this way:  “We were saved by Jesus’ act of love on the cross. We are being saved, and we will be saved.”  We look forward to being in full communion with God – that won’t happen until heaven.  
But does that mean that we can just relax, and God will do all the rest? Not exactly—this takes us to today’s Gospel. In our Gospel reading, which is selected specifically for this 1st Sunday of Advent, Jesus blows a big, loud whistle; He blinks a warning light to us.   Jesus says, “Beware, keep alert…keep awake.”  This is in reference to the “not yet” part, about how we are to get ready to meet Jesus face-to-face. This Gospel sets the tone for this season of preparation.
Speaking of loud whistles, here is a train story.  One time, a few years ago, I took a week long course at my seminary in Pennsylvania and stayed there at a Bed and Breakfast set up just for students.  It was actually someone’s home, who worked at the seminary.  They put me in a cozy bedroom way up on the 3rd floor.  I settled into my bed the first night, after a long day in the classroom – and went sound asleep In the middle of the night I woke up with a start – the bed, the room, the house was shaking like an earthquake of 8.0 magnitude on the Richter Scale.  Needless to say, I was really awake!  No one else in the house made any noise, no lights went on downstairs.  I hung on for dear life, and after a few minutes the shaking finally ended. At breakfast the next morning, I asked the owners about this middle of the night trauma – and they calmly said, “oh yeah, that was just a coal train – we don’t even notice them anymore.”  It turned out that the B & B was only about ten yards from a freight train track – a track that carried very heavy coal trains.  
Maybe this human trait of not paying attention after a while is what Jesus was addressing in today’s Gospel.  Some people who have been to church a lot are like the people who have lived by the train tracks for years: just not noticing anymore, no longer alert.  After years in church, people get used to hearing about Advent and hardly notice it; anticipation of Jesus’ coming does not jolt them awake but rather is a dull easy to ignore rumble.  But, Jesus blows the loud whistle saying, “keep alert.” 

Now, we are plenty alert to all the stuff that gets our attention at this time of year.  You know: shopping for gifts and deals, our jobs, our families, football, deer hunting, decorating the house, cooking, parties.  It is easy to be awake for these things -- they are in our faces: on TV, in the advertisements, on our phones, our calendars, our computers – they are hard to ignore.  And, they are fairly predictable – we know when Christmas will arrive, and about what it will be like when it does arrive.  So, what causes us to not be alert for Jesus’ coming?   Well, the reminders about Jesus are more subtle, and after all we don’t even know when we will meet Jesus.  Jesus does not barge into our lives asking for more attention.  Yet just like the B & B owners not noticing the trains that rush by in the night, we can miss out on what is most worthy of our time: Jesus.  Jesus is saying pay attention, get ready for Him, and this is an active time of waiting, not passive.  We are to be active by praying, by study, by worshiping, by service. Yes, this is a pretty crazy, wild, busy world we live in, yet we can know that we can totally trust in God.  Jesus said in the Gospel: “Heaven and earth will pass away but my words will never pass away.”  There is one thing that will never change and never go away:  God, and His love for you.  
Archbishop Desmond Tutu, who is Anglican – from our denomination, was the champion for ending racial injustice in South Africa.  The challenge was overwhelming.  For > 40 years the South African government had made racial discrimination legal, even required.  Oppression of black people was ugly, brutal and totally accepted and even endorsed by every leader.  It was a time of great evil in South Africa.  What did Bishop Tutu do to turn this around?  He preached, and he preached the same one sermon: “God loves you.”  He was a broken record, and eventually people heard his radical message – it sank into their hearts, they started trusting in and living out of God’s love, and the ugly oppression ended peacefully.  When you really grasp the depth of God’s love for you, you find your life changing: your fears and hate disappear, your ability to reach out with compassion to others increases, and being awake for Jesus naturally becomes a priority.  

A reporter went out to do a Thanksgiving story about special moments that people were especially thankful for; he did interviews with people on the street and asked, “What was the happiest moment of your life?” The reporter was discouraged that most of the answers were mundane, predictable.  But then he came up to one guy who answered this way, “Well, the happiest moment in my life was when I was in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean in a small lifeboat, in the midst of a stormy sea, with hungry sharks swimming all around.  Yep, that was the happiest moment in my life.”  The reporter’s jaw dropped, and it took him a moment to regain his composure.  He then asked the man, “Wait a minute, you say the happiest moment in your whole life was in a lifeboat in the middle of a storm on the ocean, with sharks swimming around you?  How can that be?”  The man responded, “Well, before that, I had been in the water.”
None of us know what is ahead of us in our lives.  Yes, we may have storms and sharks ahead.  But we do know that we have a lifeboat – and that lifeboat is Christ, and we need to be alert to the lifeboat of Christ.  Jesus’ plan is for us to be with Him forever, but requires us to be alert, it requires a decision and action on our parts.  This is what Advent reminds us of: notice the lifeboat, recognize you are in need of it, and then get into the boat – nurturing your daily relationship with Christ Jesus. It’s all about Jesus.  In a few minutes, we will enter into the next part of our Sunday worship – Holy Eucharist, which is called “the Great Thanksgiving.”  The word “Eucharist” literally means thanksgiving.  This is more than just remembering what God did for us. When I say to you, “The Body of Christ, the bread of heaven,” the real presence of Christ fills you and gives you heavenly food, a foretaste of life in our eternal home.  As you are alert and prepare to meet Jesus, may you grasp how much God truly loves you.  Jesus invites you to climb out of the storm, and come into the lifeboat with him, to be saved and loved forever. Be alert. AMEN. 
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