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Getting Ready: Peace and Repentance
Sermon

Advent 2: December 6, 2015
P. Potter

I.
Introductory Prayer
Let the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts, be always acceptable in your sight, O God our Rock and our redeemer.  Amen
II.
Peace in Our Time

Advent is a season of Hope, Peace, Joy and Love, of which our theme this week is one of Peace. Peace – a word we hear so often that perhaps its meaning is obscured. The Greek word used in the Gospel is Eirene / εἰρήνη  (with a nod to Irene, the Greek Goddess of peace), meaning peace and harmony. In Chinese, the work for peace is heping / 和平 which means to be in balance.  In Islamic societies, the standard greeting is Salaam Alaikum – to be responded to with Alaikum Salaam  – “Peace be with you and also with you.’  Sound familiar?  But what does it all mean?  

The word is a familiar feature in the discourse of our modern lives. How many times do we encounter the words of peace – on protest banners, hand-signals, and sign-offs on emails and letters, just to mention a few. Our popular culture is suffused with peace songs of all kinds – John Lennon’s “Give Peace a Chance” is perhaps the best known.  But when we look in this troubled world for peace in action, we might sometimes despair. News reports of violence around the world and in our own communities invite us to despair.  And so we seek peace, sometimes not sure of how to find it.
Of course we know that the Peace of which we speak is more than the peace of tie-dyed T-shirts and anti-war slogans – although these are worthwhile expressions of a commitment to the wellbeing of our neighbors and our planet. The Peace of which we speak is more than the absence of war. Let us recall the wonderful prayer that we often hear at Vespers – “grant us the Peace that the world cannot give.”  And the blessing that we often hear at Morning Prayer or during the Eucharist – “the Peace of God which passes all understanding.” This my friends is the Peace that frees us from whatever ails us. The Peace of Christ. We may not understand it, but we know we want it.  For we know that the Peace of Christ, the Peace that passes all understanding surely also will bring peace in our time.
So the question for us is (as in so many instances in our faith journey – the question asked by the Samaritan woman at the well – how do I find this living water, by the Pharisee Nicodemus – how can a person be reborn, by the Twelve – let us sit next to you in Paridise, by so many others), the question my friends, is How Do We Get There. How do we find this Peace of which we speak?  

Well, we have to work at it. Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s discussion of grace inspires us to think in new ways about peace as well:
“. . . as a gospel which must be sought again and again, a gift which must be asked for, a door at which a person must knock.” (Cf. The Cost of Discipleship.)
Bonhoeffer invites us to realize that we have to work at this Peace business. Today’s Gospel reading shows us the way.

III.
Peace Through Repentance

Luke’s Gospel narrative about John the Baptizer invites us all to consider the challenge of repentance. When we accept the baptism of repentance, we acknowledge our failings, we acknowledge our errors, we acknowledge that we stand before God and each other as broken vessels, “not worthy to gather up the crumbs under God’s table.” But we repent, we confess our sins, confident in God’s forgiveness (confident as well in the forgiveness of our brothers and sisters in Christ). As Augustine saw it, it is for our love of God’s love for us that we perform this task. For when we repent, when we are reconciled, we put others ahead of ourselves. That is what the baptism of repentance allows. And when that happens, we find the Peace we seek.  
The Peace of repentance, the Peace of reconciliation, that Peace is what we find through acts of yielding by which we acknowledge our shortcomings and take the first step toward salvation. When we allow ourselves to be vulnerable by admitting our imperfections, we find the Peace that is promised to us in the Gospels. The Peace that comes to us through repentence is more real and more attainable that a lifetime of peace conferences, peace concerts, peace marches can bring.  Repentance grants us the Peace that the world cannot give. The Peace that allows us to turn away from ourselves, and turn toward God and our neighbors. Peace is what we find through the baptism of repentance offered by John the Baptizer. Peace is what comes to all who turn to the Lord. 

The Peace that Paul found even in those dark times that so often surrounded but did not cloud his ministry.  Paul’s Letter from prison to the Christians in Philippi, that we heard this morning , expressed the Peace that we all seek: “I am confident … .”  Remember the great speech by Martin Luther King, when he recites the oppression, the vicious attacks, the suffering he and his brethren in the Civil Rights Movement had endured.  And then he says, “but I’m not worried, for I have seen the promised land.”  Peace.

The Peace we seek changes us internally, spiritually, so that we are freed from fear and want, worry and desire. Freed from worry about change (whether in our neighborhoods or in our personal lives), worry about worldly crises, worry that our best laid plans will come to naught. We are freed from the desire that misleads us to think that we are in control and the worry about all the things that stand in our way. At the end of the day, the Peace of which we speak frees us from ourselves – from our insecurities, our judgments, our ambitions, our brokenness. This is the Peace that allows us to live out our lives in faithful confidence in the Lord. The Peace that allows us to come out from behind closed doors, to come out into the world, to pursue lives of ministry for the Kingdom of God. 

III.
Peace and Readiness
Peace is what comes to us when we follow Isaiah’s call to prepare a pathway for our God.  The Peace that we find through repentance empowers us to prepare, to get ready, to anticipate the coming of the Christ child. I am reminded of a joke where, when asked by the College of Cardinals what they should be doing in anticipation of a visit by St. Peter, the Pope replied, “Look busy.” So what do we do?  Just like we work to build Peace through repentance, we work to act on that Peace that we find through repentance. We get busy. We work to tidy up the Church, and our community. We attend to the many ministries within our Church that call us – pastoral care, fellowship, outreach, worship. We work to achieve reconciliation in our Church, and in our relationships, our communities. And through these ministries we work to be ready for the coming of the Lord. 
Getting ready for the coming of the Lord.  Sounds like Advent to me.  But as we know not the hour of the Lord’s coming, perhaps the call to get ready actually means a call to be ready. To be ready for the continual presence of the Lord. Because in the most fundamental of ways, the Lord is already with us – Immanuel. God is already present in creation, in our world. So perhaps the notion of being ready is not about preparation for the future, but living into the present. For ours is not an after-life faith, but a call to ministry in the here and now. Ours is not a wait-and-see faith, but a call to be ready today. 
And so the waiting is not idle impatience, but faithful expectancy. So whether it takes another thousand or ten thousand years, we’re not worried. For the Peace we find in repentance enables us to prepare for the coming of the Lord.  So let us be repentant, let us be ready for Peace, let us await in faithful expectancy for the coming of the Christ, and let us know that God is with us - Immanuel.
IV.
Closing Prayer
Holy One, as we awaiting the return of your Son the Christ, who calls us to loving repentance.  So that we may find the Peace that the world cannot give and become truly ready to embrace the coming of Jesus Christ the Lord. In whose name we pray.  Amen
