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Many of you heard or read about some of our suburban mega-churches dispensing with worship on Christmas Day.  One of the Pastors at Willow Creek Church advised members to stay home from church and celebrate the holiday with their family.  The pastor said “we don’t see it as not having church on Christmas.  We see it as decentralizing the church on Christmas.”

In one fell swoop, they dispensed with a two thousand year old tradition of worship on Christmas day.  In a calculated decision, they pitted the church against the family, and sided in favor of what they perceive the family wants.  Historian James Bratt says “this move demonstrates how totally identified with the culture megachurches have become.”  Others say their emphasis distorts the true meaning of Christmas, its vital and essential tie between Christ and the church.






I.

From the very beginning of time, God ordained families to be the primary community of faith.  With the birth of the infant Jesus, God chose a young unqualified mother and an equally young inexperienced father to parent into full humanity God’s own son.  In this crucible of family, God chose parents to do the work of divine parenting--  no parent being perfect, yet every parent given god-ordained commands and injunctions to treat their own children in the same loving way God treats God’s own creation.  

Through the vehicle of family, parents and children coped with the ongoing stresses and strains of life.  In this marvelously flawed and imperfect unity, adults parented and grandparents grandparented and children did just children are supposed to do, they became children. Somehow over moments and days of rituals of meals, and school days and holidays and holy days, God’s plan was that sons and daughters would be raised up to become the true children of God.

II.

But let no one think family was ever meant to be family in splendid isolation.  Just as “it takes a village to raise a child”, so it also takes a community of faith to raise a family.  Family is only family in relation to a wider network of extended family, which provides the connecting tissue of support and strength and meaning every family needs to cope with the stresses and strains of every day life..

My friends, the church is the greatest family there is;  we are family in the sense that we have been called to rise above ties of blood and kinship to a higher tie, which is to be God’s children in one family. The church is a family where every member is a brother and sister to each other.  The church family stretches its table of blessing to every table in the world. Our church family reaches its arms of care into every home in the world.

Our congregation is family, and that’s why we’re going to be open on Sunday.






III.

This year, we have learned some precious messages about how much of a family we truly are. In August, we buried Deacon Jesse Jones, who made his profession of faith at age 70 and was baptized here as an adult.  Jesse came to this church because he found family here, family he couldn’t find anywhere else in Chicago.  Jesse lived in Uptown, on Lawrence and Sheridan, and every Sunday he took the bus to the redline, then the redline all the way south to 95thy street, then the 112th street bus just to get here early so he could pass out bulletins and greet each guest with a handshake and a smile.

That’s how much this church family meant to Jesse Jones.  At his home-going service, his family didn’t even know him.  But we knew him.

This past year, we also buried Fred Lux, who, before he retired and after he retired spend almost every day of the week here doing the work of the Lord.  We gave to God Mary Trautman whose soprano voice soared in the sanctuary and whose quiet loving ways were so graceful.  We lost Milton Beardsley who as a teacher, inspired youth, and even mentored a few of us pastors; a pillar of wisdom as a true leader in the church.  Just two weeks ago, we said good-bye to Curt Mentzer, a man who was everywhere in the community, doing so much good for so many people.  We will never know how many lives he touched.

Because we are family, it’s easy to be reflective at this time of the year, and perhaps even misty-eyed, when we miss our dear ones most.  We are a very human family because we invest in each other and care about each other.  

Looking back on this past year, we have seen how much of a family this church family truly is.  The elderly have found companionship;  and the lonely have made new friends.  The lost have been found, and new beginnings have been chosen.  Everyday, phone calls go out to every member and friend;  everyday,  dozens of cards of sympathy and concern are mailed.  Every week, hundreds of prayers are offered up for hundreds of people in hundreds of situations, and many have been blessed with answer to prayer, and even miracles.   Children have been baptized and have grown in the gospel.  Teens have become young adults, and young adults responsible Christians. Adults have grown holier and parents have grown wiser. 

We are family, and our family reaches out to many beyond our membership rolls to many who have found inspiration in our music programs, or education in our Church School or a church home through our Vacation Bible School or ministry in many of our service programs;  or just spiritual comfort hearing the chimes ring out three times a day.

For those who take part, this church is foundational and formative because we are family.  We come here to worship the God of love, and the God who is love makes our hearts tender and  our minds sensitive to one another.






IV.

Another family member--  some of you know about, some of you don’t.  About six weeks ago, we discovered two twin kittens in the brown planters that surround the educational wing.  Their mother had died, and these two kittens were all alone in the world.  When we discovered them, one family reached out and caught one of them and took him into their home.  The other one stayed out in the bitter cold for the last six weeks.  Two or three times a day, church members stopped by, bringing fresh water, milk and catfood, with blankets and tarps to keep out the rain.  Every day, we hoped for a glimpse of the Christmas Kitten.  There were several days at a time that we didn’t see her.  We wondered how she could stay alive.  Miraculously, with the help of her church family, the little kitten stayed alive and survived through those frigid days and nights of snow and cold.  Just last Friday, the kitten was caught, and taken into a warm caring home where she has been reunited with her brother and is well-taken care of. . . 

We all are like that kitten.  When life is tough, we can go it alone.  We can huddle alone, by ourselves against the cold, and be incredibly  brave  and resilient when life demands it.  With the church, there is always someone reaching out to care for us..  With the church, there is always someone willing to help, someone who will listen and tell you you are not alone.  With the church, there is always family that will welcome you and make you feel at home.  Because each person is a child of God,  God is our father and Christ is our brother.  You are not alone.  You don’t have to go it alone by yourself.  You have a family that will always be here for you.






V.

The extent to which members and friends here truly care for each other is amazing.  The extent to which people will go out of their way to extend themselves in hospitality, or be generous with their resources, or to give of their time, is what makes us family, and what will always keep the doors of this church open.

It’s not the size of a congregation, but the size of a congregation’s heart, that determines whether it is doing the work of God or not.

Martin Buber tells the story of the Hasidic Master, the Baal Shem Tov. The students came to the Master of the Good Name and asked him:  “When will the Messiah come?  Will he come when all have observed the Sabbath three weeks in a row?  Will he come when all study Torah and can recite the blessings and the shemah? Will Messiah come when all keep the commandments?” And the Baal Shem Tov looked at his disciples and said:  “The Messiah will come when we look into the eyes of our neighbor and stranger, and see the face of our brother and sister.”

Tonight, we will close the service as we always do, turning down the lights, lighting candles of hope, offering a prayer to God for those we love, for miracles, for new hope, for new beginnings.  

Then we will extinguish the candles and turn on the lights.  At that moment, I call on all here to greet each other with a handshake or a kiss, to look into the eyes of each other and to see in each other’s eyes a brother or a sister in the Lord;  to recommit ourselves to being church, and being family to each other.  

The gift of family is learning how to cherish each other, and see in each other and know God’s greatest gift.  We are family, and we need each other.  This Christmastide, let us dedicate ourselves to living in love with the whole human family every day we live.  Because God has ordained that every family is holy, and we are God’s family, one in Jesus the Christ.  

Oh, and by the way, we will be open for worship on Sunday. Amen.

‘Yes Lord!”

Luke 1: 26-55

Morgan Park Presbyterian Church

December 18, 2005

Rev. Dr. David Neff

“Hail, space for the uncontained god!”



Denise Levertov






I.

Yes, Lord!  Here I am Lord!  Be it done to me according to your word!

What makes these words astonishing to us is their shock value.  Because if this story is true, the one saying yes is a fourteen year old girl, Mary, a virgin, which really meant at that time and in that culture that she had not yet begun menustration.  At an exceptionally young age, God chose her to bring Jesus into the world. 

And not just that.  Mary was a young girl from a third world country with dark skin, brown eyes and dark brown hair.  Mary was dirt poor.  She came from the underclass; she grew up on the other side of the tracks.  Her family had disowned her, and the man to whom she was engaged didn’t have enough money to be able to afford a place to stay the night as they journeyed to be registered for the census.  

Every year, we have to remind ourselves that the nativity story is a story about homelessness.

Yet this young peasant girl is the one God has chosen to inaugurate a new revelation, to be at the center of a divine miracle, a mystery fulfilled in time. 

Was there something uniquely different about Mary that prompted God to choose her, and not someone else?

Scripture portrays Mary as having that special relationship with God that we all can have.

Martin Luther, in explaining the incarnation, said that Mary became impregnated by the Word of God. As she listened, the Word of God entered her ear, conceived in her womb and made her Jesus’ first disciple.

Luther’s point that was her listening for God, she gave birth to God’s living word, because faith comes from hearing, and hearing from the word of God.






II.

Perhaps the greatest clue in understanding Mary’s particular relationship with God has to do with the first words that begin the Magnificat:

My soul magnifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God my savior.

There is a god-space within us that is created by God and reserved for God:  

Whether you call it soul or spirit, there is a god-shaped mirror, a divine reflection within that reflects the light and love of God.   Whenever we talk about the soul, we are talking about something so personal and so intimate, that it is the most tender thing we can reveal about ourselves.  Some of us never understand our own unique center.  Some of us mask our own souls  under layers and layers of self- deception. Stripped down to its essence, the soul is who we are and how we see ourselves at our most truthful, our most vulnerable.  The soul is our deep and personal need for love, the soul is our desire to know and be known; the highest yearning we have inside us to be filled with joy.

In that hidden place, young Mary, at an early age, had uncovered her truest desire for God to be her most intimate treasure;  her relationship with God, God’s relationship with her:  the sheerest source of joy in her life.






III.

Many years ago, in my former congregation, a recent college graduate began attending our church.  After several weeks of attendance, I met her at a local coffee shop, to get to know her and invite her to join the church.  After hearing about her parents, her faith background, her college experience and her current employment: I asked her a question.  Do you feel a sense of call?  Do you hear the voice of God tell you what God wants you to do with your “wild, precious life?”

And she said:  “I love God more than anyone or anything.”

I was stunned.  My breath was taken away.  It was the most beautiful and most intimate sharing in all my twenty years of ministry!  This woman admitted that underneath all her language and thoughts, all her experience and values was a treasure in her soul that was God!   And she had the openness to be honest in revealing it 

Just recently, I was at a social gathering downtown.  In a room full of beautiful people, I was speaking with  a woman who had recently been injured in a car accident, and despite reconstructive surgery, her face had been disfigured.  Her affect was subdued and I could tell she felt bad about her own appearance. As we talked about this and that, I found her listless and bland.  Our talk shifted to travel overseas.  She began talking about a year she spent in a remote village in Tibet, starting a business working with the peasants, designing and making dresses, learning their native language, eating their food, living in the mountains.   As remembered each peasant woman by name, her disfigurement began to lessen and lessen, and her face began to radiate with the greatest joy and beauty I have ever seen on the face of another human being.

It was as if she was transformed before my very eyes.  It was as if the beauty that was inside her--  bound up and defined by external scars-- was lifted, and the beautiful joy that was hers inside became real on the outside.

In that inner place where no one can know us except God is the place of joy.  Joy is the God’s soul writ large in our uniqueness.  Joy is the unspeakable gift of the union of God with us intimately, where only God can dwell.

“My soul magnifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God our Savior.”






IV. 

The poet Denise Levertov writes:

A guest came to Mary, an angelic ambassador

We are told of meek obedience, but no one mentioned courage.

The engendering Spirit did not enter her without her consent.

She was free to accept or to refuse.  

But God waited.

She didn’t cry “I cannot, I am not worthy”.

She didn’t lament “I have not the strength” or submit with gritted teeth, raging coerced.

The room filled with its light, the lily glowed in it, and the iridescent wings

Her consent opened her utterly.

Called to a destiny more momentous than any in all of Time

She did not quail, only asked a simple 

How can this be?

And gravely courteously took to heart the angel’s reply

Perceiving instantly 

The astounding ministry she was offered

To bear in her womb infinite weight and lightness

To carry in hidden, finite inwardness

Nine months of eternity

To contain the slender vase of being

The sum of power in narrow flesh,

The sum of light

Then to bring to birth

Push out into air

A man-child needing like any other, milk and love

But who was God.

This was the minute no one speaks of

When she could still refuse

A breath unbreathed 

Spirit, suspended, waiting.

She opened herself utterly and said yes to God
She opened herself utterly and said yes to God.

“Yes Lord. Yes Lord Yes Lord  Be it done to me according to your word.”

And joy flooded her soul, and light filled her body.

“Be it done to me according to your word.”






IV.

Mary’s maturity is on display here.  Some people never reach that point of utter openness and truthfulness before God, in many years of living.  She knows the gift of God is not about her, but it’s about all people.  The joy that is hers is for everyone.  The miracle of grace that comes to her will be for the faithful everywhere.  The things of the soul are never for just us.  The beauty of her soul will be beauty enough to redeem the each soul in the world with an incomprehensible beauty.  The inner transformation she experiences will lead to social transformation.    God’s gift through her will liberate the oppressed and fill the hungry with good things.  God’s gift through her will convert the rich and proud of heart, so that all will know the goodness of God. 

If we ever think that our relationship with God and God’s relationship with us is just for us only, we’ve missed the whole point of the story.  

What is hidden within our souls is of such beauty and such power,  but it’s for us precisely in the way that it will benefit everybody.





V.

And so the best gift you can give someone this Christmas is to simply, sincerely, once more, to dedicate your life to God.  The best gift you can give our world is to once more, simply, sincerely, to say yes to God.  The best gift you can give yourself is to say yes to God.  

Let this yes resound to God in the depths of your being, in the silence of your heart, in the highest thoughts of your mind,

Let this yes to God be without hesitation.  

Let this yes to God be with courage, and without equivocation.

And God will bless the world through you.  God will touch the world through you.  God will sing a new world through you.

“My soul magnifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God my savior.

Be it done to me according to your word.

Yes Lord!  Yes!”  Amen.

 “Mystery” 

Luke 1: 5-25

December 11, 2005

Morgan Park Presbyterian Church

Rev. Dr. David Neff






I.

In our gospel lesson, we see a mystery unfolding as God spins a miracle  through the lives of ordinary individuals like you and me.

It’s the story of a couple advanced in years;  two devout and holy  people .  All their lives, they were unable to conceive.  Accepting it as God’s will, they kept praying.  Now Husband Zechariah was a priest.  One Sabbath, he was called in on temple duty and was ministering to Lord in the sanctuary when suddenly he heard the voice of the angel Gabriel, Gabriel who stands in the presence of God.  Gabriel tells Zechariah that through God’s anointing, his wife will conceive a son .  His name will be John and he will go before the Messiah to prepare the world for God’s reign.

Well, like a typical man, Zechariah can’t be told anything he doesn’t already know, and if it’s not within the purview of his experience, he’s not secure enough to ask questions.  So Zechariah hems and haws, he scoffs, doubts God’s word, then shrugs it off.

God silences him.  God takes away his speech, his language.  God removes from him his ability to preach, teach and lead worship.  God silences him--  not for a day or two--  but God silences him for 9 months and 8 days.  For 9 months and 8 days, God makes him mute, until the day that John is ready to receive his name.  God communicates to Zechariah that despite his advanced training in scripture and his graduate degree in worship and theology, this is God he is dealing with, and all his intellectual knowledge won’t get him anywhere unless he believes that with God, all things are possible. 






II.

Like Zechariah, I am silenced at this time of the year.  I get quiet remembering as a boy walking on tippy-toes, hoping that Santa would be good to me. I’m hushed remembering how as a boy, I tried to figure out all the ways I could be extra good during the month of December, because someone somewhere was adding up a balance sheet, counting whether I had been naughty or nice.  I am quieted remembering each Christmas Eve, from age five to fifteen, slipping on my pajamas, putting cookies and milk out for Santa, going to bed and leaving the door ajar on the chance that I might spy Santa under the tree.

All my beliefs were magically heightened during the month of December, and found their brightest hope on Christmas Eve. On Christmas Eve, I believed that grumpy people would be nice, and hungry people would be fed.  I prayed that cold people would be warmed and me and my brothers who were always fighting would be reconciled, and all the world would be at peace on Christmas Eve. 

Somehow believing in the miraculous came easier at this time of the year.






III.

I am silenced for other reasons too.  

I wonder how can there be so much legal furor and controversy over whether a Christmas tree should be called a Christmas tree or whether a holiday tree, or whether store clerks should wish people a Merry Christmas or a happy holidays?  

I wonder the birth of one human being can annually cause 180 million people to go traipsing up and down the shopping malls,  going on holiday shopping sprees, causing traffic jams and people fighting in the aisles at K-Mart over I-Pods and X-boxes and bargain specials?

I am speechless with amazement,  because in just thirteen days, on Saturday night all the bars are going to be empty and all the churches are going to be full!






IV.  

Maybe being silent at this time of the year is a good thing.  Because deep in our heart of hearts, there is something inside us that needs to believe in miracles.  There is a deep yearning in our souls to believe that what is impossible can become true.  There is a heart-felt desire and hope that  the Unknown will break into our world and touch us personally, changing everything all around.
Maybe silence is a good thing.  In Luke the purpose of the story of Zechariah is convert our disbelief,  and make us aware of our unbelief, so that we can be prepared to believe in the real advent to come:  the birth of Jesus.

I like to think that Zechariah was the first Presbyterian.  He carried around this same disease we Presbyterians all have.  We are cerebral people.   Presbyterians are like Will Rogers--  we never met an idea we didn’t like.  Our founder John Calvin was a lawyer before he became a theologian.  All his theology is written like a legal treatises, qualifying understanding after understanding.  We Presbyterians arm ourselves with our best scriptural insights, load our minds with our best biblical theology and  we end up intellectualizing God.  We are the world’s best at putting God in a conceptual box we construct, and then thinking that we’ve got it!  Through our rational systems, we think we’ve arrived at full knowledge of the divine revelation.  We can explain everything.  And when we get to that precise moment when we think we know it all and understand it all, we trvialize God. We domesticate God.  We flatten the vertical into the horizontal.  We squeeze every last ounce of transcendence into immanence so we can make God fit into our categories of understanding.  Donald McCullough says that the trouble with the Reformed faith is that we claim to know too much.  Diane Eck of Harvard says the problem with Presbyterians is that there is too much certainty and too little pondering.






V.

For nine months and 8 days, Zechariah was forced to turn to the silence of his own heart;  to ponder the unanswered questions in his own mind;  to quietly seek faith in order to find meaning.  As his wife got bigger and bigger, he realized that with God, nothing is impossible.  He realized all his theological constructs and all his rational knowledge had missed it.  And perhaps he would tell us this morning is that whenever we think we’ve got it all figured out, we have missed the boat completely.  And whenever we think we understand, we don’t understand.  God’s ways are greater than our ways.  God’s thoughts are greater than our thoughts.  Whatever we know, we know in part;  and whatever we prophesy, we prophesy in part. 

We are driven to mystery to understand the very heart of life.  And for me, that silence, that inability to answer, that difficulty in grasping and understanding what is ultimate, is the point of departure for faith itself.






VI.

In the Old and New Testaments, mystery is not portrayed as an Agatha Christie who-dunnit or an Arthur Conan Doyle secret to be discovered by the finest intellect keening in on the tiniest of clues.

In the scripture, the word “mysterion” connotes the fullness of time in which God acts, the pregancy of time giving birth to God’s timing and action unveiled for all to see.  “Mysterion” connotes God’s fulfillment in time as time unfolds, revealing God’s plans and purpose and providence.

For me, all the great acts of God are miracles which are the substance of mystery, mystery that means something ultimate, something that points beyond ourselves to something more true than life itself.  Creation, incarnation, crucifixion, resurrection.  If we think we understand these mysteries, we miss the point.  They are miracles.  They are acts of God.  They are divine initiative breaking into history.  

It make take a lifetime to fathom these miracles beyond our knowing, and perhaps we will only know the tip of the iceberg.  But that is all right.  Not knowing leaves us free to question, and wonder.  Not understanding leads us keep exploring and seeking and trusting and believing.  Not getting it leads us to dare to believe once again that with God all things are possible.  

In the mystery of the Word made flesh, we are faced with mystery of how the divine became human.  The infinite became finite.  Heaven became earth.  The Invisible became Visible.  The All- Powerful became helpless and vulnerable.  The Ancient of Days became a tiny little baby.  

And perhaps the greatest mystery is how this God came close to us, and became personal to us;  how God became so real to us that our minds were opened and illumined, and our hearts were set afire, because we experienced a love that has known us and welcomed us and loved us before we were ever ready to love in return, a love that will never let us go but will guide us and keep us through this life into the next.






VII.

One day, we all will die, our heart will stop pumping, our breath will stop breathing, our mind will cease thinking.  And we trust through the grace of God,  all the mysteries of life will be revealed to us.  We trust God will push away the curtain and the veil, and we will be completely one with God, united with all who have believed in God.   We will see God face to face.  We will behold the face of the One who is not a stranger, but a friend.

There is a new hymn by Natalie Sleeth which says it best:

In the bulb there is a flower, in the seed, an apple tree;

In cocoons, a hidden promise:  butterflies will soon be free!

In the cold and snow of winter there’s a spring that waits to be,

Unrevealed until its season, something God alone can see.

There’s a song in every silence, seeking word and melody;

There’s a dawn in every darkness, bringing hope to you and me.

From the past will come the future;  what it holds, a mystery;

Unrevealed until its season, something God alone can see.

In our end is our beginning, in our time, infinity,

In our doubt there is believing;  in our life eternity.

In our death, a resurrection;  at the last, a victory.

Unrevealed until its season, something God alone can see.
Just as it takes faith to light a candle, just as it takes hope to believe in hope, we walk during the month of December on tippy-toes.  We cast aside our reason, and ponder the miracles of God in silence.  We walk softly, letting go of our knowledge, and trust that with God all things are possible.  Amen.

“Converted to Peace”

Isaiah 40: 1-11;  Mark 1: 1-8

Morgan Park Presbyterian Church

December 4, 2005

Rev. Dr. David M. Neff

.

Joseph Rotblat died this fall.  Rotblat was the only scientist to resign from the Manhattan Project.  He went from being a scientist building an atomic bomb to becoming an activist promoting nuclear disarmament,  ultimately working with Einstein and others to found the Pugwash Conference on Science and World Affairs.  

For his work, he was awarded the Nobel prize for peace, which was founded by Alfred Nobel, the man who invented, patented and manufactured dynamite, amassing a great fortune, only to wake up one morning and read his obituary in the newspaper.  Mistakenly thinking that he had died, the newspaper obituary had called him “ a merchant of death.”  Horrified at the paper’s description of his life, from that moment on, he sold his business and began to use all his money and all his energy to work for peace.

Both men were converted to peace.






I.

I am interested in these kinds of turn-around because in God view of history, God dreamed that one day we would turn around and all the world would be converted to peace.  

To effect that change, at just the right time, God sent a messenger whose name was John to prepare the world for the true peace God wanted to create.

John preached to a society that had grown very violent.  In those days;  people believed that God  was a violent God.  Some believed that God was punishing the Hebrew people by sending the Roman to occupy their land. Others believed God wanted his people to aggress and wage war against the Romans, and reestablish Hebrew autonomy.  Some believed that because society had become so corrupt and so evil, God was going to come in anger and wrath to destroy Jerusalem, so many fled to the desert city of Qumran to purify their souls and escape God’s leveling.

But all the while, John the Baptist knew that God is a God of peace.






II.

John called people to repent of sin, so they would be open to a new revelation from God.  

John called people to rid their lives of the ignorance and malice, to sever every tie with the hatred and the violence they had grown accustomed to, so God could enter human life again.

In order to see the glory of God, people had to first part company with anything that got in the way of God re-entering human life.  

In order to witness the glory of God, they had to repent of anything in their lives that did not produce the true peace God intends.

John’s message was to the whole society, from the greatest King to the tiniest child, to repent and turn around and be converted to peace.






III.

What might it look like for all people to heed John’s message?




It would mean taking a deep and serious look at the thoughts and attitudes that govern our own lives.

Each one of us, no matter how religious we think we are, is capable of adding our own measure to the violence and hostility of our world.  

Each one of us has a tone we vibrate, each one of us has a sound we emit, an idea or a thought or attitude which tilts the fulcrum one way or another. Each of us carries crookedness to be made straight, some rough ways to be made smooth, some elevation that needs to be brought low.

Kierkegaard said as individuals and as a society, we are like a person getting in a rowboat. We take our aim, set our sights.  But since in order to go forward, we face backwards, we start paddling and rowing--  but soon we drift off our mark.  A little, a little more, then we have to stop and realign ourselves.  Sometimes we row so far out of line, that we have to stop and radically turn around in order to re-correct ourselves and get back on the right path. 

John the Baptist called for a radical recasting and reordering of human life because.  Society had gotten that violent and evil, because individuals had grown far away from the precepts of God, and as individuals drifted  further and further away from God’s will, society became worse and worse. . . . 

He called people to repent.  To believe God was coming to enter our world once again.  






IV.

What if for one day, we repented?  What if, for one day, we chose to turn around?  What if for one day, we chose to be true to the truest possibility held out for humankind?  

What if for one day we could be emptied of our own conceit and filled with god’s Holy Spirit?

What if for one day we could check our hostility and refuse to cast judgement?  

What if for one day, we would refuse to gossip?  Refuse to believe the worst about another person or another group? 

What if for one day we could refuse to accept a lie or add half-truth to half truth?  

What if one day, we refused to project our own fears and inadequacies upon others, and dealt with them in our own minds and hearts?

What if we spoke the truth in love, and sought reconciliation with those different than us?

What if we renounced violence as a pathway to peace?  And refused to leave the table without finding understanding and agreement?

What if we sought no more than was just and due us, and shared freely and generously with others?  What if we thought of the needs of the whole world before we acted on our own wants and vices?

Would people begin to believe that God was a God of peace?  

Would people hear the true voice speak the highest human potential?

Would a new revelation reveal the glory of life lived within the glory of God?

People would say God has come!

People would say the kingdom is here!

That’s the dream of peace which John came to prepare us, and which Jesus, the Prince of Peace came to inaugurate, a way of acting in the world, a way of thinking, knowing, speaking, listening and creating something new, converting us to the paths of peace which come from God and lead to God, and bring all people together.






V.

One of the most beautiful Christmas stories ever occurred in 1915 near the snowy village of Laventie, France.  On Christmas Day, the tired British soldiers sat in the trenches on the battle lines, longing to be home with loved ones and family.  One hundred yards away, the Brits began to hear the sound of singing.  It sounded as if the Bavarian infantrymen were singing “Steelig Nacht, Heilig Nacht” in the trench lines one hundred yards away.  Immediately the Brits joined in.  Then the Germans began singing “O Tannenbaum” and the Brits chimed in with “O Christmas Tree”.  Pretty soon, both Germans and Brits were singing, their music reaching across the battle lines to warm hearts.  One man observed:  “You couldn’t hear the other sing like that without it affecting your feelings for the other side”.

What happened next defied the imagination.  While they were singing, a few Germans carried a spruce branch with little tiny candles on it.  Slowly, they approached the enemy line.  A Brit got out of the trenches, put aside his carbine, and approached the German soldiers.  They smiled.  They shook hands.  They said “Merry Christmas.”  Then a whole mass of British soldiers rose to meet and greet the Germans.  They offered each other some cigarettes and started chatting in English, German, French and sign language.  They shared coffee and Christmas goodies.  One man recognized his German barber from London.  A soccer ball was produced and an informal soccer match began in the no-man’s land between the trenches.  There was no keeping score—just 40 or 50 young soldiers scrambling around cheering and laughing,  kicking a soccerball in the snow.

For one brief shining moment, the soldiers lay down their weapons and sang together.

It was called the Christmas truce.  History reports that it didn’t just happen in that one locale, but along several battle lines all along the Western front.

No man’s land became everyone’s land once again.






VI.

Peace is not a utopian dream.  With God, peace is an ever-present reality, always a real possibility because with God nothing is impossible.  

What must we do to be converted?  To let God rule and reign and re-enter our life once again?

“Prepare the way of God. Make God’s pathways straight.”

“Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called the true children of God.”

Amen.

Tender”

Isaiah 64: 1-9;  Mark 12: 24-37

November 27, 2005

Morgan Park Presbyterian Church

Rev. Dr. David Neff

My heart is tender this morning.

Every year, at this time of the year, my heart gets tender.  As World AIDS day approaches on Thursday, I remember Tony and Kirk and James and Michael, all friends of mine who have died of AIDS.  

I remember Robinson Moses,  a Presbyterian minister in Cameroon who started an AIDS treatment center in Limbe, because he has AIDS himself.  

I remember hearing the story of 9 year old Arnold Zenasi and his little sister Suilitha, in Kenshasa, whose father died only months ago, and just days ago filed by the open grave of their mother’s casket, their hands being held by their grandmother.  I am tender toward an elderly Victor Chebong in the rain forests of Ghana who had to leave his family home and compound move into the city, because he had AIDS, his family stigmatized him and cursed him and disowned him.  

Just this week, I heard the story of Judith Balambe, a 25 year old woman in the Congo who with her two sisters became victims of a mass rape by marauding soldiers, and two months later, she tested positive with HIV.

As World AIDS day approaches, I am tender toward the 40 million people worldwide--  30 million of them in Africa--  who are invisible to us but once a month get reported as statistics in the Tribune or Sun-Times.

Because in their suffering, I can hear the cry of the prophet Isaiah:

O God, if you would only tear the heavens and come down, so the mountains would quake at your presence!  O God, if only you would do some awesome deed and make your power and your presence known!  We are like one who is unclean, all our works are like filthy rags.  No one calls upon your name.  Our cities have become a wilderness and our capital a desolation.  All that has been pleasant has been taken from us.  We are suffering down here God.  How long can you restrain yourself?  How long will you keep silent?  Remember God, we are your people . . .

These are not hopeful words, but they are real words.  Why would Isaiah speak this way?

Because the adversaries of God’s people had gotten the better of them.

Because the diseases of their day--  war, oppression and nationalism--  had proven stronger than their resources.

That’s what is going on in Africa.  In the Democratic Republic of Congo, between 20 and 30 percent of the people have tested positive.  In South Africa, nearly 33% of the population.  In Botswana, 40% of the population is in infected.  There are 14,000 new infections in our world every day, and approximately 8000 people who die of AIDS every day, 3 million a year.

Global AIDS has already taken more lives than all the lives lost in all the wars of last century.

Whole generations are disappearing.  The average life expectancy in most countries in Africa has dropped from age 69 to age 49.  And since anti-retroviral drugs are costly and education is expensive and medical treatment is still unavailable in most areas, we are seeing a whole continent die before our very eyes.

Within five years, a study predicts there will be 40 million orphans in Africa who have lost one or both parents to AIDS.  A United Nations report recently said that more than 80 million may die in the next 20 years, unless something is done.  

Why don’t you come down O God?  Why don’t you  do something O God?  Why don’t you come out of hiding and rescue us?
The poignancy of this text is foreign to us.  Here in America, we have it good, we are relatively comfortable.  If we do have worries, they take on a whole different set of concerns.  We live in a land of pampered abundance and ease.  Most have medical care, although many don’t.  Twenty years ago, the threat of AIDS was combated by a combination of massive campaign of education, public awareness and dollars targeted toward research.  As Magic Johnson and other celebrities continue to live on and live well with the help of proper medication and treatment, the urgency that hit our children and grandchildren has been eased, and with it, our concern for the other parts of the world with the same problem.

When we ask “God, why don’t you do something about this?” the response 

we get from God is silence.  Perhaps God is trying to do something about AIDS, but we are not listening, perhaps God is trying to change something, we are not cooperating, we are not working with God on this one..

There is a greater disease than the deadly scourge of AIDS and it’s the deadly scourge of apathy.  AIDS can inhabit your body, but AIDS can’t kill your soul.  When you get infected with Apathy, it takes over your body as well as your soul.

Apatheia deadens us.  Apathy is lack of emotion or motivation or enthusiasm.  Apathy is a psychological term for indifference, being unresponsive.  It’s a disassociative disorder that is equated with being lethargic or in a state of “learned helplessness”. 

And the result of our collective national apathy is that no one is paying any attention to the invisible people in Africa.  Not our government, not our churches.  No one cares enough to make things happen.   No one cares enough to what needs to be done to fight the pandemic.

The prophet Isaiah found hope in the tenderness of God, that in the suffering of the people Israel, God had acted in the past and God would act again.  

Isaiah found hope that God is the potter and we are the clay.  He found hope that even when God is silent, people would come to their senses and realize that God is trying to form and inform us, shape and mold us according to God’s divine purposes. . . .

Our God is a passionate God who loves us radically and completely.  Our God is a tender God who suffers when we suffer.  Our God is a vulnerable God who hurts when we hurt, who aches when we are in anguish. Our God is a God who mourns the loss of each life and weeps at all senseless suffering.

This same God is with us, as Immanuel, who will embrace our hurt and transform hurt into hope.  Immanuel  

Perhaps our hearts need to be pierced by the suffering of others, so that our minds will be sensitive to divine truth, and we can live fully as children of God in the image of God..

Perhaps our hearts need to be made tender to the anguish and lamentation of all who are suffering of AIDS, so they won’t be so alone in what they go through. . . ..

We must look at the invisible people as if our own sister or brother who is infected with AIDS.  

We must look at this pandemic as if it was on our soil, and it was our own mother or father who is inflicted, or even if it was you or me who carries this scourge.

The disease of HIV/AIDS is preventable, treatable and curable if we give up apathy and embrace hope.

Perhaps our best hope for a solution to global AIDS is by becoming tender ourselves.

For when we close our hearts, not only do they die.  We die.

When we turn our backs on their problems, our own humanity gets smaller and smaller. 

When we refuse to see their suffering as our problem, or turn a deaf ear to their cries for help, our eyes become blind and our ears become stopped up, and the clay that would use to change the world will dry up and become useless—and become lifeless.  

If we would be alive to God, we must be tender.  And that, more than anything is what Advent is about.

Advent calls us back to our spiritual hearts.    Advent calls us back to our divine connectedness with each and every other human being.  Advent calls us to be spiritually vigilant and alert, spiritually prepared and awake, so that we don’t rush blithely and blindly through the four Sundays before Christmas and wake up on Christmas morning and don’t even know what this holy day is all about. . . . 

Advent calls us back to the tenderness of God.

For the greatest sign of Advent is not the creche, but the cross.

When God sent Jesus into this world, Jesus was born to die--  first as a baby marked and hounded by Herod, then later in life, when he began his ministry.  Some welcomed him as God, some acclaimed him and received him as Lord.  But others rejected him.  Others taunted and mocked him, some spat upon him, leaders smiled at him and betrayed him, the Romans washed their hands of him and crucified and killed him.  As Jesus died on the cross, beautiful, holy, completely loving Jesus, God’s own heart was the first to break and God’s tears flooded the earth as Jesus cried “Father forgive them for they know not what they do.”

And Christ weeps with every person with HIV/AIDS, even as Christ ministers to them in their dying and leave-taking from this earth.

Where is the heart of God if not in the lives of those who suffer?

Could our lives find new awareness this Christmas in the tenderness of God?

Could our hearts find new knowledge and new humanity in the tender heart of God?

Jesus said:  From the fig tree, learn a lesson:  as soon as its branches become tender and puts forth its leaves, you know that summer is near.

When our lives become tender, we become capable of producing the fruit God wants our lives to produce.  

Be quiet.  Be still.  Be tender!

Then we will sense that God is near. Then we will know that God is here.  

Amen.

