Sermon 4 December 2011
Isaiah 63, The Parousia of Christ
Dear Parishioners
As you might remember from one of my past sermons, “Advent” literally means that we are waiting for the arrival of Jesus. This is what this time before Christmas actually is meant to be: waiting patiently for the celebration of the birth of Jesus. Every year we celebrate at this time with glamour and festivities, and also with some moments of quiet and reflection. Therefore we are used to this time of waiting and many of us enjoy its buzz and excitement each year, however some of us might actually prefer a time of waiting that is a bit less stressful.
On the other hand we do not want to forget that we are also waiting for the arrival of Christ on this earth for a second time. And that is maybe a type of waiting that we are less familiar with and which might leave us with a feeling that we do not quite know where to put it and we might be wondering what it has to do with us. Thinking about it, we are now actually in between two times: The arrival of Jesus for the first time in Bethlehem and the arrival of Jesus on this earth for the second time.
Normally it is quite difficult for me as well to connect to that idea of the Christ’s Parousia, I find it hard to imagine that God might actually come back again in the form of Christ. And it can be more of a frightening thought than a reassuring one. But this year I find it much easier to connect with this idea. Are you surprised about that? Let me explain to you why.
I am sure you must have noticed as well that, when we switch on the TV or the radio all we can hear is bad news. Especially recently there have been so many disturbing news reports, such as the biggest strike since the winter of discontent, government cuts everywhere, rising unemployment, the unrest in the Middle East and when we go a bit back in time, the earthquake in Japan, the drought in Africa and the climate change in general and the riots. Towards the end of the year the news channels give us a sort of retrospective of what has happened during the past year and I really do not think it is going to be a very positive one this year.
I do not want to burden you even more by talking about all these things that have happened and that are still happening, but I want to speak about what this can do to us. For if you are a sensitive type of person you cannot help feeling sad, helpless and maybe even disillusioned. Maybe we are not fully aware of it but all this bad news has an effect on our well-being, which can be quite worrying. For example I have caught myself switching off the radio thinking: I cannot bear any more bad news for today. I do not know whether you have ever done the same?
Now before Christmas I would like to give you some good news, something cheerful to lift your spirits. I would like to take all the negative news away from you, but I am afraid I cannot. But what I can do is to share with you the Christian hope, which used to be the Jewish hope but has now also become our hope. It is the hope that one day the Messiah comes back onto this earth and that he will bring peace and that he will take away all our pain and will sort out everything that is going wrong on this earth. It is the hope of an ideal world yet to come.
Maybe you might call it a bit of a naïve hope and the danger of such a hope is that one escapes from the real problems in this real world into a fantasy world and becomes passive. That should not be the intention of this hope. It is not a fast food or a quick fix hope, instead it is a hope that has grown over many centuries and that has lifted up the spirits of people in many difficult situations.
We can hear in the Isaiah text, how desperate the people in Israel must have been when this text was written. The reason for it was that not only Jerusalem, but the whole of Israel had been conquered by the Babylonians and the Israelites just could not believe that their God had allowed this to happen. How could it be that the Babylonians could destroy the Holy Temple of God in Jerusalem? In their eyes the only reason for this must have been that God had completely and utterly forgotten them. They asked themselves: Are the Gods of the other nations maybe stronger? Did we maybe believe in a God that does not really exist? This experience shook the Israelites’ faith very deeply. They were suffering under what they experienced as the absence of God and they could not understand why God did not interfere. Why did he not save them from the evil?
And maybe we are asking ourselves the same question: Why is God not intervening when terrible things happen in this world? Some people even claim that because horrible things are happening in the world there cannot be a God. I fully understand that some might argue in this way. But personally I much prefer the Israelites’ approach to this theological question. Instead of pulling away from God they confront God with their anger and despair. Instead of giving in to the negative talk and pessimism they still refuse to give up hope that God will bring things into order one day. This is what I call a real hope.
In this sense however bad the current situation might be, from the Christian perspective there is only one way for us to go forward: To set our hopes in God. We might struggle with imagining the Parousia of Christ or we might not, but in any case we should never stop setting our hopes in God.
Amen
