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9300 E. BELLEVIEW AVE.
GREENWOOD VILLAGE,
COLORADO 80111

VOICE
(303) 770-9300

FAX
(303) 770-9301

WEB
Www.STPLC.ORG

‘(

A

XY

g

ZA
<4 B%

Liturgical Day: The Third Sunday in Advent
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December 14, 2008
Testifying to the Light

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

Christ. Amen.

given thought to that question? What are we doing
here? Or on a broader scale: why do people become
involved in a church these days?

So why are you here this morning? Have you ever

Why Be Involved

at Saint Peter?
VisionQuest Sem.

I trust by now you have heard about the seminar that is going to take place

here on January 9" and 10", and I hope you are planning to attend. One of the
objectives for this weekend together is to take a closer look at our purpose for
existing as a congregation, and make some conclusions based on that about what
we should be spending most of our time and energy trying to make happen.

Research shows that there are many reasons that people become involved in

Christian churches these days — in Lutheran churches these days.

Some are involved because they sense the church is a place where they can be
inspired. They believe that gathering together with a group of people who share
their love for God can be a positive influence on the way they are able to live
their lives... and their week often goes better if they do.

Others are seeking community. Maybe they've come from elsewhere, their
family is miles away, their neighborhood may not offer everything they need for
support and companionship, so they turn to the church. And here they find
fellowship — brothers and sisters they can come to think of as their extended
family.

Others worship to be stirred — or, frankly, to be entertained. Maybe they like a
good sermon, a lively song, a touching presentation. They simply enjoy the kind
of experience an hour of worship can provide.

Others come out of a nostalgic attachment to the past. They attended a church
some time ago, maybe even during their childhood, and they’'ve come back
hoping to recapture some of what they have been missing since then. They
especially enjoy it when what the church does seems close to what they did in
those days.

Others come because a church can provide an opportunity for service. Many
Christians have been moved by our Lord’s words about caring for the less
fortunate ones in this world, and they join a church to do some of that together.

There are many reasons that people are attracted to churches, and many

reasons that they either stay or leave. We hope to take a look at some of these
issues at the seminar in January, and I hope you will all consider joining us as we

do.

“What is this church all about?” we hope to begin
looking for answers to another question: “What does

And here’s the thing: as we ask the question,

What Does it Mean
to Be a Christian?

God want each of us to be all about?”

From one perspective, that is the question at

Evangelical Lutheran Church in America hand in this morning’s Gospel lesson. St. John the
2 God's work. Our hands.
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Baptizer is the first person who is covered in all four of our Gospel accounts in the New Testament. He played
a very important role in the plan for salvation that God was working out in those days. He was the one who
caused the story to have its beginning — both St. John and St. Mark begin their accounts of Jesus’ life with
John, preaching in the wilderness.

He was a fiery, dynamic preacher — and people came from miles around just The Mission /
to hear what he had to say. Now if you surveyed those people, today’s Gospel tells Ministry of John
us, you would find that there were many reasons they went out to listen to John

preach.

e Some of them thought that he was actually the Christ — the Messiah. They knew of God'’s promise to send
a Savior, and they suspected that the time might be right, so they wondered if John was perhaps that one.
If so, they wanted to be front and center when God'’s kingdom was ushered in. So they made their way
out into the desert, to hear what he had to say.

e Others of them thought that he was the prophet Elijah, returned from the dead. In Malachi 4:5, this last
book of the Old Testament promises that God will send Elijah back to the people. Many had come to
believe that when Elijah returned, the end was immanent, so they traveled out to hear John, and to see if
he might be Elijah.

e Others yet thought he was the Prophet. In Deuteronomy 18:15, a part of Moses’ farewell address to the
people of Israel, just before his death, he shared with them God'’s promise to send another one like him.
Someone, just like Moses, would come to God’s people and lead them into the future — and there were
quite a few first century people who suspected that John might be this one.

There were a number of interpretations as to just who John was. The leaders of the church cornered him
and asked him about these interpretations. John’s response to them is an important word: for them, and for
us. John absolutely denied being the Christ, or Elijah, or the Prophet. Instead, he described himself as one
who came to prepare them for the Christ. He spoke these words:

Among you stands one whom you do not know, the one who is coming after me; I am not worthy
to untie the thong of his sandal. [St. John 1:27]

John’s mission was as clear as his message: his job was to help people see what God was doing in their midst.
He was to help them see the light of God that was coming into the world. In was a dark time. They were
surrounded by fear, pain, disappointment, disease, brokenness of all sorts... most of all, they were a people
who felt unworthy of God and distant from God’s presence. John’s message was that God was indeed in action
among them — about to bring a new light into the world that could overcome their darkness; that could
illumine their way; that could put them right with God.

That, of course, is the purpose of this season: Advent. Advent is a season in
which we prepare ourselves to welcome the light of Christ into our lives. Sure, we The Purpose of the
prepare our homes and our family’s schedule for the coming of the Christmas Advent Season

celebration. But also, during these months, the tradition of the church calls us to a more intentional discipline
of spiritual growth. We worship more often, we read the Bible more regularly, we spend more time in prayer...
all of this done, so that our hearts might be prepared to once again receive our Lord. And, prepared for his
arrival, that we might be born anew — with a living and growing faith.

That, also, must be the purpose of any faithful Christian congregation: to help Th
. L2 . e Purpose of a
people draw near to God, and be transformed by what God is doing in this world. If
you are here to be inspired, that is good. But if that is the only reason, you've

missed the central purpose of what we're about. If you are here to experience community and fellowship, that
is also good. But if that is the only reason you've come, you too have misunderstood our central purpose. If
you are here to be entertained, I suspect that some of what we do will meet your need. But if that’s all you
want, you'll only experience a fraction of what a church can be. If you are here to recreate your nostalgic
vision of what the church was, that may be a noble desire. But if that is your primary reason for belonging to

a church, you are missing something much richer. If you are here to discover opportunities for service, that
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too may enrich your life. But if that is your ultimate reason for belonging to a congregation, there is so much
more.

John’s words point out that the only true purpose for a congregation to exist, is to draw its participants
nearer to the Christ who can save them. If inspiration, fellowship, entertainment, tradition, and service help to
do that, then that is all the better. But if any of those vehicles through which God works becomes the focus of
a congregation, then it will never thrive, because it has lost its center: it is only the church as it works to draw
people deeper into the life of faith and the journey of faithfulness.

In this morning’s Gospel, John the Baptizer spoke these words:

Among you stands one whom you do not know, the one who is coming after me; I am not worthy
to untie the thong of his sandal. [St. John 1:27]

May his words become our focus in this Advent season. And may his words also become the focus of our
congregation, that through the ministry which takes place on our watch, we might all be drawn ever deeper
into a relationship with the God who desires to enter into our lives.

Amen.
David J. Risendal, Pastor (January 2, 2009)
Gospel Lesson (English Text): '

18 There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. ’ He came as a witness to testify to the light,
so that all might believe through him. 8 He himself was not the light, but he came to testify to the light.

19 This is the testimony given by John when the Jews sent priests and Levites from Jerusalem to ask him,
"Who are you?" % He confessed and did not deny it, but confessed, "I am not the Messiah." 2! And they asked
him, "What then? Are you Elijah?" He said, "I am not." "Are you the prophet?" He answered, "No." %> Then they
said to him, "Who are you? Let us have an answer for those who sent us. What do you say about yourself?" % He
said, "I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Make straight the way of the Lord,' " as the prophet
Isaiah said.

* Now they had been sent from the Pharisees. ** They asked him, "Why then are you baptizing if you are
neither the Messiah, nor Elijah, nor the prophet?" 2® John answered them, "I baptize with water. Among you
stands one whom you do not know, %’ the one who is coming after me; I am not worthy to untie the thong of his
sandal." % This took place in Bethany across the Jordan where John was baptizing.

Gospel Lesson (Greek Text):

6 EyéveTo vOpWTTOC, XTTEOTRAMEVOC TTXP& B0, Ovoux xOTW lwdvvng ' odToc ANBEV €lg
HXPTUPLV VX HXPTUPHOT TTEPL TOO PWTOC, V& TTRVTEC TILoTELOWOLY 8L xOTOD. & 00K fiv EkELlvOC TO
dWg, AN’ vax poxpTupnon Trept To0 GWTOC.

¥ Kot xoetn 0TV 1) HapTUpix TOO Twdvvou, 6Te &TTéoTeAav [TTpoc xdTOV] ot Tovdxiotl €€
lepoCONDHWV LEPELC KXL AEVITRC V& EPWTACWOLY XOTOV OV TiC €l; 2 KXl WMOAOYNTEV KXL 00K
APVAOKTO, KXL WHOAOYNTEV TL EYW OVK ELUL O XPLOTOC. 2! kLl ApWTNoXV XOTOV Ti 0dv; o0 HAlXC €l;
KOXL AEYEL OVK ELUL. O TTPOPNTNG €1 O0; KXL XTTEKPLON 0. = €lTTaxv 00V OTW TiC €L, VX XTTOKPLOLY
dUWMEV TOLC TTEUPXOLY NURC TiL AEYELC TTepL oexuToD; 2° Ebn Eyw dwvh BowWVTOC €V TH EPANW
€0BVUVATE THV 050V KUpLoL, KXOWC ElTTeV Hoolxg 0 TTpodnTNC. 2 Kl TTETTXAMEVOL AOXV €K TUWV
dxpLoXiWY. *° KXL APWTNOXRV XOTOV KXL ELTTXV XOTW Ti 00V PATTTICELS €L 0D 00K €1 6 XpLOTOC OVDE
HAlog 008€ 6 TTpodnTNC; ® &TrekpiBn a0TOLC 6 TwEVVNC Aéywy €Yw BRTITICW €V dXTL- METOC VWV
€0TNKEV V UUELC 00K 008XTE, 27 O OTTLOW MOUL EPXOMEVOC, 00 0UK €LUL [€Yw] &ELOC V& ADow KUTOD TOV
tuavTo Tod OTTOdAMKTOG. 2 ToedTeX €V BnBaviex €yéveto Trépay To0 lopddvou, d1rou Av 6 lwévvng
BamrTiCwv. "

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