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3rd Sunday of Advent

Zephaniah 3:14-20

Isaiah 12:2-6

Philippians 4:4-7

Luke 3:7-18

1. Are you a pack rat?

a. No this isn’t an appeal for Presbyterian Women’s annual fundraiser – the Penny Pincher.

i. You know who I’m talking about.

ii. Pack rats are the ones who save any number of things for that eventual day when that vital item MIGHT come in handy.

1. Cellars, garages, attics, sheds, barns, and closets are filled with boxes, old furniture, albums, collections, worn out clothing, memorabilia, you name it.

b. Being a pack rat can be a serious condition – one that needs support.

i. Hi, my name is Carrie and I admit to being a recovering pack rat.

ii. Because I’ve lived in 14 different states, my tendency to be a pack rat has been curbed by sheer necessity.

1. My dilemma is most often not “what do I throw out?” but “what do I keep?” and “why?”

2. Take for example the move back in my twenties between Washington DC and Atlanta.

a. I almost threw out my bibles.

b. I hadn’t been a member of a church since leaving high school and I didn’t see any use in keeping something I hadn’t read in years.

c. I was rebelling.

i. The God I knew as a kid was worshiped by a bunch of hypocrites.

1. They all seemed to preach about sin and forgiveness but they kept on sinning anyway.

ii. In my hubris and ignorance, I decided to pay homage to the worldly gods of success, power, and workaholism.

iii. But something particular kept me from throwing away my bibles.

iv. These Bibles were special to me because I was in them.

1. When I was given my 3rd grade and confirmation bibles, the church inscribed my name in them.

2. Personalizing the Bible was enough to keep me from rebelliously pitching them.

2. Zephaniah reminds us that God’s elect people, the Israelites, went through that period of rebellion as well.

a. Have you ever heard a sermon preached on this Old Testament book from the prophet Zephaniah?
i. Neither had I, and that’s why I’ve selected this text.

ii. The book is a fascinating quick read.

iii. Zephaniah prophesies to the rebellious Israelites, 

1. warns them God will pass judgment on them and the nations around them, 

2. and promises God will restore them to God’s favor and glory.  

3. As a result, Israel rejoices in God’s gracious action.

b. If you have ever tried to read Zephaniah or any of the other Old Testament prophets, you know the languages and references can seem strange.

i. I remember the first time I tried to read some of the Old Testament prophetic literature.

1. I was so confused, I gave up.

2. After talking with my pastor, I realized I was reading them the wrong way.

a. I was reading as I had been taught – searching for facts, plot, and character development.

b. But that is not the best way to appreciate the prophets. 

i. The prophetic writings are not written logically, literally or chronologically.

ii. Reading for facts does no good.

3. The point of reading prophetic writings is not to get the predictions right, but to put ourselves in the story.

a. We are to imagine ourselves in the midst of the prophet’s audience and hear both the warnings and the hope the prophet heralds.

c. Remember my recovering addiction to being a pack rat?

i. The oldest book in my library was given to me in 1973.

ii. Why did I save “My Special Christmas”?

1. Because I’m in it.

2. This personalized book tells the story of Santa’s elves sending three of my girlfriends and me around the world to learn “one of the true meanings of Christmas.”

a. Peace.

3. Because my girlfriends and I were listed in this book along with my dog, my birthday, and my address, the story stayed with me these 43 years.

d. The biblical writers expect their story to stay with us as well.

i. How can the stories stay with us?

ii. By seeing ourselves personally in the stories.

1. Maybe we’re Peter asking Jesus, “how many times must I forgive another member of the church who sins against me?”

2. Perhaps someone in your family is behaving like the prodigal son or daughter and coming to a Christmas celebration for the first time in a while.

3. Or maybe we can chart out the cycle of our life as it appears in Zephaniah: 

a. we rebel against God

b. God restores us

c. And we rejoice.  

iii. Where are we in the story?

1. Are we angry at God for the crummy state of the world and acting out rebelliously?

2. Are we feeling restored to God’s favor?

3. Perhaps we are the little drummer boy rejoicing at the birth of the Christ child…

3. Rejoicing, yes, this is the week in Advent for rejoicing.

a. This week’s advent candle is for joy and the readings reflect that theme:

i. Zephaniah tells Israel to rejoice, 

ii. Isaiah tells Israel to shout aloud and sing for joy, 

iii. Paul’s letter to the Philippians is often known as his joy letter

1. Joy and rejoice appear 16 times in this letter.

a. The Greek roots of these words,  kara & kairete = are the origins of the girl’s name, Carol, and of our traditional singing of Christmas Carols

2. Did you know Paul’s joyful letter is written from jail!

a. Paul had learned that joy is not dependent upon our external circumstances but on our internal state of mind.

b. Joy is in fact a poignant contrapuntal with pain.

c. Joy doesn’t negate pain or declare that there is an end to pain. 

d. Rather, joy is a state of mind that acknowledges pain and yet chooses to delight in those things that are gifts to us.

e. This internal state of mind not only offsets, but far outweighs pain.

3. The Presbyterian pastor and author Frederick Buechner tells us “joy is a mystery because it can happen anywhere, anytime, even under the most unpromising circumstances, even in the midst of suffering, with tears in its eyes. Even nailed to a tree.”

b. Perhaps you have heard of the pioneering football coach, Amos Alonzo Stagg.
i. He served as the head football coach at the University of Chicago (1892–1932), and the College of the Pacific (1933–1946), compiling a career college football record of 314–199–35. 

ii. His Chicago Maroons teams of 1905 and 1913 have been recognized as national champions. 

iii. He was also Chicago’s head basketball coach for one season (1920–1921), and the head baseball coach there for 19 seasons (1893–1905, 1907–1913).

iv. The reason I know about this extraordinary coach and athlete is because together he and his son, Amos Alonzo Stagg Jr., coached the football team of my alma mater, Susquehanna University, between 1947 and 1952.

v. Stagg was nicknamed the Grand Old Man not just for his athletic ability and coaching but because of the caliber of his character.

vi. He regretfully retired from coaching in 1953 saying that his wife needed his assistance.

1. They celebrated 70 years of marriage together before she died at age 88, just six months before Stagg died at the age of 102.

2. Stagg credited his wife with getting him through the most painful times in his life and he wanted to do the same for her.

c. Many of us have listened to pain specialists urging us to stay ahead of pain.

i. You and I may wonder, “why?”

ii. The pain specialists are not trying to push unnecessary narcotics.

iii. The pain specialists know when pain becomes excruciating, it becomes the lens through which the rest of life is seen. 

1. Healing is postponed or negated.

iv. Joy should be our lens.

d. What tends to be the largest detractor from joy?

4. Surprisingly, it isn’t pain, but fear, anxiety, or worry.

a. Christ repeatedly tells the disciples and us  “Be not afraid,”

b. Paul and Zephaniah tell us in today’s readings, “Do not fear, Do not worry.”

c. On what basis can we be confident of this message?
The whole history of the Bible: rebellion, restoration and rejoicing.

i. The power of God’s love for us is inescapable and inexorable. 
ii. Paul tells us in (Romans 1:16) “I am not ashamed of the Good News; it is the power of God for salvation…”
iii. Some of us might be skeptics of Paul.

1. You and I both know people who have not accepted God’s love --- YET.

d. Scientists tells us our world once endured an eternal winter.
i. Glaciers covered the earth.

ii. Their inexorable movement permitted nothing to escape.

1. The world as we knew it with many different species of flora, fauna, and animals disappeared.

iii. How did the glaciers start?

1. With a simple snowflake.

2. Those snowflakes slowly accumulated.

3. Over the course of time, the flake became a pile, the pile became a drift, and the drift became a mound until the mound was 64 feet deep.

4. Glaciers move at 64 feet.

e. The $64,000 question is when do we move to the power of God’s love in the Gospel Story?

i. When we put ourselves in the story.

5. John the Baptist urges the crowds and us to put ourselves in the story with today’s gospel reading.

a. As the crowds listen to his message of repentance, they ask, “What then shall we do?”

i. John’s answer is simple and is the main exhortation of Luke’s gospel and the book of Acts.

ii. What then shall we do? We are to let ourselves be cleaned by God and live out the gospel.

b. A Rochesterian, Walter Rauschenbusch (1861-1918), spent his life urging others to find joy in their lives by living out the gospel.
i. He said “The real joy of life is in things we do for the joy and love of doing them, apart from profit, compulsion or duty.”

c. Have you ever tried to motivate somebody else to do something they did not want to do?

i. Profit, compulsion or duty are poor motivators.

ii. Joy, deep joy, moves us much more.
1. Amos Alonzo Stagg knew that.

a. Winning was never his motivator.

b. He upheld fair play and high standards.

c. While he was playing football for Yale, he seriously considered becoming a minister.

i. Finding himself uncomfortable addressing large crowds, he decided instead to follow the joy he found in coaching others in more intimate settings.

2. Amongst Stagg’s many football innovations, he is credited with creating the huddle as a means of communicating plays and building cohesive unity in his teams.

iii. Stagg found great joy when those he coached exceled in life.

1. And so can we.
6. In this time of Advent preparation for the birth of the Christ child, I invite us to put ourselves in the story, let God’s love wash us clean, and share the Joy of the Good News.
Our benediction is one we can share:

The peace of God,

Which passes all understanding,

Keep your hearts and minds

In the knowledge and love of God,

And of God’s Son, Jesus Christ our Lord;

And the blessing of God Almighty,

The Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit,

Remain with you always. Amen.

(based on Phil. 4:7)
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