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The church year begins much as it ended, by looking ahead to a time that, well, we scarcely know how to understand. A big part of the difficulty is that that time is popularly known as the last day. The end of time. But what if it’s a beginning?

For what do our readings this morning tell us? That God, when God comes, comes to change things, to remake and renew all things. And God comes to us each new day. So we are called to spend some time in prayerful meditation upon those things in our lives that must change, those things that we want to change, those things that we fear will change.

Transformation, whether of our world or of ourselves, takes time and patience and effort. Advent reminds us that the world will change. Christmas reminds us that the world has changed. And both together remind us that we must change. In T.S. Eliot’s poem, Journey of the Magi, one of the wise men says this, “Were we led all that way for Birth or Death? I had seen birth and death, but had always thought they were different. This Birth was hard and bitter agony for us, like Death, our death.” Change is neither easy nor comfortable. Eliot realized just months after his conversion what we all need to know, that if Christ’s death marks our birth into new life, then Christ’s birth marks the beginning of our death to an old life. He must increase, while we decrease. And that gradual whittling away of ourselves, of our own egos and agendas, and our gradual growth into the likeness of Christ, until he is all that is left of us is work – the work of a lifetime. If we only attend to that growth for a few weeks in November and December, we are sure to be disappointed.

Look at it this way. Jesus said, “Take heed, watch; for you do not know when the time will come.” And of course we want to be ready when that hour comes. We want to be ready, even if we are unsure if the hour is ever coming. But we cannot live our lives on tiptoe. It is not enough to live “as if” Jesus were returning at any moment. We are not called to pretend. No, we are called to develop habits of prayerfulness, habits of thankfulness, habits of stewardship. 

And so like any good habit, learning the Christian life, the process of spiritual growth, takes a lifetime, which means that the time to make a new beginning is today, and every day. Yet to grow in the Spirit requires that our more mundane concerns become less. It requires, in short, sacrifice. Nobody likes that word. It is too frightening, too demanding. We may be moved by stories of St. Francis giving away all his earthly possessions, but we also know that we cannot and will not follow that path. And does that somehow weaken or invalidate our Christian witness? Does it make us less than we should be? For a long time the Church taught that that was indeed the case, and many people continue to feel that if they cannot be so perfect right out of the gate, then why try at all. So often our spiritual lives become either a source of frustration or a merely occasional concern because we set ourselves up for failure right from the beginning by believing that we have to somehow please a God who demands more than we know how to give.

But you know, God is not greedy or demanding. God already loves us. God already gave God’s Son for us. God already claims us as God’s own people. We don’t have to convince God of any of this. We only have to convince ourselves.

The key to unlocking the potential of this congregation is for each one of us to make the choices that will convince our own hearts of our commitment to Jesus Christ as our Lord and Savior. St. Paul told the church in Corinth that God had already given them absolutely everything they needed, “You were enriched in Christ Jesus with all speech and all knowledge … so that you are not lacking in any spiritual gift.” The same is true of this church as well. God has blessed us with everything we need to achieve whatever dream God places in our hearts. 

An old, old story is told of two men, hermits, who lived in the Egyptian desert, Lot and Joseph. And one day, Lot came to Joseph and said, “Father, according as I am able, I keep my little rule, and my little fast, my prayer, meditation and contemplative silence; and, according as I am able, I strive to cleanse my heart of thoughts: now what more should I do?” You see, Lot was a lot like us, thinking in terms of what he considered possible. But Joseph had a surprise for him. What more should Lot be doing? Joseph stood up in reply, and stretched out his hands to heaven, and his fingers became like ten lamps of fire! He said, “Why not be totally changed into fire?”
The year begins much as it ended. By looking to God’s dreams for human life. And preparing ourselves to live in those dreams today.

