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ADVENT III SERMON
Pr Fred S. Opalinski

“O Come, O Come, Emmanuel,” we sing, “and ransom captive Israel that mourns in lonely exile here until the Son of God appear.”


Conquered by the Babylonians around 590 BC, the leaders and most educated Israelites were carted off to exile in Babylon. The victors hoped to assimilate them into their sophisticated, comfortable, well-off culture, and so obliterate them. Some, perhaps many, gave in to their lifestyle and gods, but others remembered their own traditions and scripture, writing them down and passing them on to their children, longing always for the day of deliverance and return home. (Some scholars estimate that more than 60% of what we call the Old Testament may have come from that time in exile.)


Well, after fifty years of waiting and praying, they were finally taken back home. But their excitement and thanksgiving were greeted with shock. The devastation of the old war was everywhere. Their glorious Jerusalem was reduced to rubble, with squatters living in the remnants of their houses. The glorious temple on Mt. Zion was a heap of broken stones; the kings palace, dust and ashes; the city walls, pitiful mounds of what used to be.


Everywhere they looked they saw heartache, misery, loss. Perhaps exile was not so bad after all! Why would God have delivered them home, when there was no home left? Living through the loss was bad enough. Re-living it was very nearly unbearable.


Given all that, the prophet Isaiah is charged with an enormous job. He needs to bring hope to his people in despair; to inspire faith in those who’ve pretty much given up on God. Today’s first reading begins with his introduction or, perhaps better, his induction. “The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me; he has sent me to bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted, and to proclaim liberty to the captives.”


Prophets, priests and kings were anointed with oil to draft them into God’s service. They were chosen to be used by God, to become blessings to God’s people. And, as we heard, Isaiah’s job jar was filled to overflowing! The images tumble over one another: releasing prisoners, comforting mourners, giving flower garlands to those on the ash heap, fragrant oil to the down and out.


And then, verse 2, he speaks that loaded phrase: “to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” It refers to the “Jubilee Year” of God, supposed to happen every 50 years as God’s way of ‘resetting the game.’ The Jubilee Year was to be a time when debts were forgiven and when land would be redistributed. Every 50 years God intended to undo the widening gap between rich and poor, giving everyone a new, fresh start.


But, although God declared it, can you guess what happened? It rarely, if ever, took place. Most often the Lord’s Jubilee Year was ignored because those who had were exceedingly unwilling to let go of their grip. And it was the ‘haves’ who called the shots. Imagine it today. The pope or bishop Hanson declares 2012 as “The Year of the Lord’s Favor”!! (Whistling…”I don’t hear anything. Do you?” Whisper: “Ignore it. Maybe he’ll go away.”)


Well, God won’t go away, of course. Time and again, throughout the Old Testament and most pointedly in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, God makes it clear that his gifts are given not be horded by a few, but to be shared as blessing to all. The rich young guy comes to Jesus and asks, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” Jesus responds, “Sell all you have; give the money to the poor.” And the fellow walks away sadly…no doubt shaking his head in disbelief.

Perhaps you noticed that John Smith quoted me in yesterday’s paper, in an article about a symposium on the future of the church at Alvernia. He said I believed that Jesus was a liberal, but unfortunately he didn’t offer my explanation. I wasn’t referring to partisan politics or suggesting Jesus’ favorite presidential candidate. Rather, I was talking about Jesus’ ministry and how it relates to the meaning of the words ‘liberal’ and ‘conservative.’ Liberal comes from the Latin ‘libera’, meaning ‘to free,’ specifically to free from the past or from present circumstances. On the other hand, “conservative” is based on ‘conserve’, wanting to keep things as they are.


In that context, Jesus was continually butting heads with the religious conservators, undoing their hold on God, shaking up very much things as they had been, in the temple, especially. Likewise, he saw his own mission as liberating, even quoting Isaiah in his first hometown sermon: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me to bring good news to the poor, to proclaim liberty (there’s that libera again!) to the captives, recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free.” He’s about un-doing what was and is because when the kingdom of God breaks in, it pushes aside/transforms whatever is in the way. You’ll recall that Jesus’ first sermon was so unsettling that his own townspeople were ready to throw him over a cliff! There were (and are) plenty of folks—especially those in power—who don’t want things to change a whit. Year of the Lord’s favor? Bah, humbug!!


Back to Isaiah, where there’s still more for him to declare. And what follows, I think, speaks with particular poignancy to our locale and day. “They will be called oaks of righteousness, the planting of the Lord’s to display his glory. They shall build up the ancient ruins, they shall raise up the former devastations, they shall repair the ruined cities.”


The image of an oak forest may be ho-hum to Pennsylvanians, who have the finest stands of oak in the world. But it was a marvel to imagine in mostly desert Palestine. Wood was almost as precious as gold, and much better for building. A forest of mature oaks would be a fitting testimony indeed to the glory of God…resources for the much-needed rebuilding that God promised.


“They shall repair the ruined cities.” I’d like to shout, “Do you hear that, Congress? How ‘bout it, Governor?” But I suspect my shouts would fall on deaf ears in those imposing halls. I pray that’s not the case within these walls, dear ‘anointed’ ones. While the responsibility may well be theirs, the call is most certainly ours. Through the waters of baptism, you and I have been anointed/blessed/chosen by God to ‘display his glory’ as we repair, build up and raise what was laid low.


We are God’s planting—oaks, perhaps, or wheat seeds or branches grafted to the vine. God plants, feeds and empowers us to be a harvest for good in this city, doing the work of God with our hands, hearts, minds and voices. Because that’s precisely how the ‘salvation of our God’ is revealed. 
Some people limit ‘being saved’ to ‘getting to heaven,’ and so see the stuff of faith having only to do with the sweet bye and bye. “The church should have nothing to do with politics,” they growl. Well, ‘politics’ is simply about living together (it comes from the Greek word for ‘city’, by the way), and it’s clear with both Isaiah and Jesus that God’s kingdom is very much about the here and now: the rule of God breaking into our troubled world, turning over, purifying, reshaping, making new, to God’s glory and to the peoples’ blessing.


‘The earth is the Lord’s,’ after all. It’s people, resources, air, water, land all belong to God. Some may pretend or act otherwise, but you and I know better. At most we are stewards—caretakers—never owners. That truth means that God’s will matters mightily in the world; we ignore it to our peril. The issues of jobs, economy, education, housing, health care, and environment are God’s issues. They are matters of faith because they are so critical to our life together, to the future of God’s people and planet. The decisions made in Washington and Harrisburg have implications far and wide, so Christians need to be concerned, informed and engaged with our leaders.


But at the same time, I believe we can’t just say that it’s up to them. Whether they succeed or fail—do right or wrong in our eyes—you and I are put here for God’s purpose. Heirs to the kingdom, hearing and tasting it week after week, we are enlisted by God in the rebuilding of our devastated city. Our time, talent and money are conscripted by the Lord to display his glory and to demonstrate his love.


Trinity is given a special call, I think, by virtue of its history as ‘mother church’, in its legacy of creativity and innovation, and through its membership of gifted leaders (going all the way back to Henry Melchior Muhlenberg and Bodo Otto!). We’ve been here in the heart of the city 260 years. Why? In order to be the heart of Christ pumping his love and life into it. With our vestry initiative, I pray that in the coming year we can flesh out more and more what that means for us and what it can mean for those who surround us.


For starters, we’ve been asked to host the inauguration ceremony and reception for our new mayor and council members: beginning at Noon on January 2. (I hope you can join us, or watch it on TV.) It is, I think, a real privilege, not in the sense of being honored, but in the sense of being servants/partners/called.


I hope you’ll agree that it’s a marvelous way to kick off a year of prayer, discernment and visioning about our mission and future. With so much need comes so much opportunity. So, I’ll be bold enough to paraphrase the prophet as I see ourselves: “The spirit of the Lord God is upon us because the Lord has anointed us to bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the broken hearted, to proclaim freedom to the captives…” 
Please pray with me: O come, Emmanuel! Be God-with-us, for us, through us. Bless and strengthen us for the work you provide. Make of us a people of hope as can only come from you. Amen.
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