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Grace to you and peace, from God our Father, and the Lord and Savior Jesus
Christ. Amen.

It has begun, hasn't it? We have finished all the leftover turkey from Thanksgiving
dinner. The Christmas lights are up on many of our houses. Some Christmas presents
have been purchased, and others are in process. The recycle bin is already filled to the
brim with Christmas shopping advertisements — my wife even saw one last week that
said: “Come in now for a last-minute Christmas shopping discount.” Pictures have been
selected and many are already printed for the annual Christmas letter. Invitations have
been extended and accepted for holiday parties and open houses. The snow on the
ground and the cold air add to the ambiance.

Even here at Saint Peter, we've enjoyed “Beyond Scrooge” — a new play that
extends the story line of Charles Dickens’ familiar “A Christmas Carol.” We've begun
listening to Saint Peter’s 24-hour Christmas Channel. And we're encouraging you all to
get signs in your front yards that promote Christmas worship at Saint Peter.

Without a doubt, the march towards Christmas Day has begun, and there’s no
turning back now.

What a great time of year! A sacred time of year, really. But there is a danger, of
course. There is a danger that this “Holy Time” can turn into “Hollow Time.”

A Pastor tells the story of a Christmas card he received last year. It came to him
from a friend across the miles. Inside the card were the words from Hallmark: “Got lots
of happiness to share this Christmas!” Underneath these words were scrawled the words
in a personal greeting: “Sending love and prayers for the hollowdays.” '

The dictionary defines “hollow” as without substance, worth or character... a
cavity, hole or space, a void. I know now, after hearing people’s stores for some twenty
years, that the Christmas season can be just that for many people: a hollow time.

e You and I live in a society that spends an incredible amount of time and energy
racing around — running from commitment to commitment — too busy for our
own good. A friend of mine refers to us as people who are trying to squeeze
three lives into one. At Christmas time, with the extra activities and obligations,
that dynamic becomes even more pronounced. I once heard someone compare
December to a 16-mile marathon, and I know there have been years when it has
felt like that to me. The busyness can cause us to experience these weeks as
more hollow than holy.

e A second pressure that some feel at this time of year has to do with the “perfect
Christmas” syndrome. Stoked by Christmas images from old Norman Rockwell
paintings, there is buried in the back of our collective psyche the expectation of
perfectly behaved, well-dressed children, spectacularly decorated homes,
Christmas trees piled high with gifts, and a Christmas dinner fit for a king. With
expectations that have more to do with American culture than Jesus Christ, we
find ourselves disappointed if our experience is anything less than these nostalgic
and romantic notions. When our reality falls so far short from this fantasy,
Christmas can feel more hollow than holy.

Living in (od’s @mazing srace

The “hollowdays" illustration is borrowed from a sermon entitled “Hollow Days"”, based on 1%
Thessalonians 3:9-13, posted on www.homileticsonline.com.
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e Those of us who are experiencing hard times seem to have an even more difficult time dealing with
them at this time of year. My good friend Lee’s father-in-law is dying in Chandler, Arizona. Hospice is
taking care of him, and his needs are being met. But it is an agonizing time for them, as they watch
life slowly slip away from him. When pain is a reality, the merriment of Christmas that surrounds us
can make us feel even worse, and my prayers are with him and his family. People struggle in any
number of ways, and when that struggle takes place during December, it can make this month feel far
more hollow than holy.

There is a solution, however, that I want to commend to you this morning. It is called: The Season of Advent.

Advent is the season that encompasses the four Sundays leading up to Christmas Day. Between now and
the arrival of Christmas Eve, the church has traditionally considered a threefold pattern of waiting and
watching that marks the days. It has been more than 800 years since St. Bernard of Clairvoux taught that
Advent waiting takes three forms. First off, our waiting is grounded in the past, and the witness of Ancient
Israel, who for centuries waited in anticipation of the coming Christ — the promised Messiah. Second, our
waiting is grounded in the present, and the fellowship we share with Christians throughout the world as we
prepare ourselves for the arrival of December 25" and the celebration of Christ’s birth among us. Third, our
waiting is grounded in the future, as all of creation longs for the promised return of Jesus at the completion of
all time.

That third aspect of waiting is the focus of this morning’s Gospel lesson. Set towards the end of Jesus’
earthly ministry, this section from Luke 21 gives us a glimpse of how Jesus taught his followers about the
eventual end of this world. Jesus said that there would be startling signs in the heavens, fear rippling through
populations, and the Son of Man coming in a cloud with power and great glory. Now I know that there have
been times when those words were great comfort to believers. In times when it has been dangerous to voice
belief in Jesus — in times when one could expect to be persecuted because of the faith — in times when the
whole world seems dead set against what God is up to in Jesus Christ — in those kinds of times, words about
God’s victory at the end are welcome words. Words of hope. Words that allow a believer to stay faithful, even
in the midst of all the opposition this world can offer up.

They are words of hope for us today — even in an environment that is as comfortable and as enjoyable
as ours. We live in a time of unprecedented luxury. But it is also a time in which many of our friends and
neighbors are searching for meaning. And truth be told: some of us are in that position too. What Advent
teaches us is that great meaning is to be found in a life that is lived with the knowledge that Jesus promised
to return.

In this morning’s lesson, Jesus says:
e be on guard
e do not let your hearts be weighed down with dissipation and drunkenness and the worries of this
life

¢ do net let the coming day catch you unexpectedly, like a trap

e Dbe alert at all times, praying that you may have the strength to escape
That is how the people of the first century lived. Those who lived in the first generation or so of Christian faith
lived with the expectation that Jesus would return before some of them died. Consequently, they lived, paying
careful attention to their faith and their relationship with God. They believed that Christ could return at any
time, and so they were constantly prepared for that possibility. If Jesus returned, they didn't want to be found
drifting from God — but wanted to be at the heart of the promise, with a strong faith. Jesus didn't come again,
of course, in their lifetime. But because of their careful attention to faith and faithfulness, their lives were
enriched immeasurably. They lived a much richer and more meaningful life.

This third aspect of Advent preparation could be a great blessing to us today — and give our lives greater
meaning and purpose. If we believed it to be possible that Christ might return during our lifetimes, we too
could find ourselves taking our faith much more seriously. We too could live with a constant awareness of our
faith and our relationship with God. We too could draw nearer to God, and deeper into the promise of the
Gospel. And it could make all the difference in the world. We enter into this third aspect of Advent waiting and
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watching, not to scare or frighten about the end of all time, but to help us discover what it means to live with
the spirit of anticipation that the first generation of Christian believers had.

This Advent, I hope you will join us in remembering how God'’s people waited for years, longing for the
arrival of the Messiah. I hope you will join us in preparing your hearts and homes, that Christ might find a
place at the center of them. Most of all, I hope you will take these words of Christ’s return to heart, and allow
them to create for you the expectation that he might come within our lifetime, and the motivation to give your
faith a central position in your life. Whether or not Christ returns on our watch, I can guarantee you: it will be
worth every bit of effort it takes. Amen.

David J. Risendal, Pastor (December 3, 2006)

English Text: "

2 “There will be 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. 2® People will faint from fear and foreboding of what is coming
upon the world, for the powers of the heavens will be shaken. 2’ Then they will see ‘the Son of Man coming in a
cloud’ with power and great glory. 2 Now when these things begin to take place, stand up and raise your heads,
because your redemption is drawing near.” % Then he told them a parable: “Look at the fig tree and all the
trees; 3° as soon as they sprout leaves you can see for yourselves and know that summer is already near. 3! So
also, when you see these things taking place, you know that the kingdom of God is near. 3* Truly I tell you, this
generation will not pass away until all things have taken place. 3 Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words
will not pass away. >* “Be on guard so that your hearts are not weighed down with dissipation and drunkenness
and the worries of this life, and that day does not catch you unexpectedly, * like a trap. For it will come upon all
who live on the face of the whole earth. *® Be alert at all times, praying that you may have the strength to escape
all these things that will take place, and to stand before the Son of Man.”, "

Greek Text:

25 KoL E0OVTOL ONMELX €V AALW KXL OEAAVE KXL XOTPOLG, KXL ETTL TAG YA TUVOXT EOVWV €V
XTTopila AXOUG BARTONG KXL TRAOU, 26 XTTOYULXOVTWY &vOpWTTWY XTT0 GO0V KXL TIPOTOOKIXG TWV
ETTEPXOMEVWV TH OLKOUMEVT, KL YXP DUVAMELE TV 00pXVWV OXAELBACOVTHL. 27 KXL TOTE OYPOVTHL TOV
LLOV TOO VOPWTTIOL EPXOUEVOV €V VEDENN METH DUVRMEWC KXL BOENG TTOANAC. 28 xpXOMEVWIYV BE
TOUTWV YIVETOXL AVRXKOWPXTE KXL ETTRPATE TG KEGXAKG LUWV, dLOTL EYYLTEL N KTTOADTPWOLSG LUWV.
29 Kot €ltrev TToep ol BOANV X0UTOLG - LOETE TRV TUKAV KX TIRVTX T& SEVOpx - 30 0TV TTpOoBXAWGCLY NdN,
BAETTOVTECG &P’ EXVLTWV YIVWOKETE OTL RdN €YYDC TO BEpog €0TV - 31 0UTWG KL VUELG, OTXV 1dNTE
TROTK YIVOMEVX, YIVWOKETE OTL €YYUC €0TLV N BTNELx TOO B€00. 32 aunv Aéyw Opiv OTL 00 un
TIXPENON N YeEvEX ot0TN EWG XV TTRVTX YEVNTXL. 33 0 00pxVOC KXL 1 YA TTpeEAEVTOVTXL, OL OE AdyoL
MOUL 0OU UN TTPEAEVTOVTXL. 34 TIPOTEXETE BE EXRLTOLG MATIOTE BXpNOWOLY DHWV XL KXPdLXL EV
KPOXLTTRAN KOXL HEON KL MEPTUVALG BLIWTLKKIG KXL €TTLOTA €’ DU&C xXLdpVidlog N NUEPX EKELVN 35 WG
TIXYLG - ETTELOEAEDTETXL YXP ETTL TIRVTXC TOUG KXOnuévoug ETTL TTpdowWTTOV TTRONG TAHG YAC. 36
KYPUTIVELTE HE EV TTRVTL KXLPW) DESUEVOL lvex KXTLOXOONTE EKPUYELY TROTX TTAVTX T MEANOVTX
ylveoBo kxt oTadfvat Eutrpoodev Tod viod Tod avOpwiTrou.

A list of Bible lessons for the coming weeks is available at http://www.elca.org/dcm/worship/church year/lectionary.html.
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