LESSONS IN LIVING
Giving Birth to Hope
Part III:  Waiting
A St. Andrew’s Sermon

Delivered by Dr. Jim Rigby

December 13, 2009
Scripture Reading:  Luke 1:67-80 (The Inclusive Bible)
This is another one of those sermons where you can throw the title away.  Sometimes when you look at the English text and you have not really studied it you come up with a title.  You being me, I won’t blame you this is not your problem.  This was one of those weeks like last week was one of those weeks.  This is the story of John the Baptist and the song that the father sings before his birth.  I want to start with a confession that John the Baptist used to be my least favorite people in scripture.  I mean because he wears crummy clothes, he make people feel bad…(laughter) what, what is happening here?  And then one day I realized I have become John the Baptist.

But what I realized over time was that John the Baptist was not angry at the individuals.  He seems like he was screaming and shouting but he was not upset with the individuals, he was heart broken with the culture as a whole.  When Jesus talked about his time as the adulterous generation he was not saying everybody was having affairs, he was saying our relationships are no longer holding together.  Whatever ties and tethers a culture together had unraveled and it broke his heart.  It is very hard within your own culture to see this kind of thing but it is pretty easy when you go to someone else’s culture to see how stupid they are.

Just out of curiosity, I wondered what would Christmas have been like in Nazi Germany.  How would they celebrate?  How would they have good Christmas feelings when all these things were happening off to the side?  So this is from 1939 from the Frankfurt area.  This is How We Celebrate Christmas.  

Christmas is to us German’s the most lovely and meaningful season of the year.  From it we gather inner strength and power from the eternal life force of our nature.  Mother and child, family and kin are at its center.  Despite many foreign influences over the course of the centuries has remained an ancient German holiday.  And this nature can only be understood within the territory of our people.  The real Christmas community celebration, which we cannot celebrate this year due to the demands of war, is the Winter Solstice.  As long as our people remain true to the customs of its fathers, as long as the flames burn from the mountain tops at mid-summer solstice and from the German countryside at mid-winter so long will glow the spark of enthusiasm that will burst into flame when the people most need it.  The flame in which the traitors, troublemakers and liars who threaten our people will meet their well deserved end.  For several years the SS has
organized a strong, manly dance with torches that ends with the lighting of the fire.  

(I just stuck that in because it was so strange.)  
John the Baptist looked around him with that kind of horror.  Because he saw that he was part of an empire, and people had accommodated to that.  It was not their fault but they were turning on each other in service of that empire getting as far in the pecking order as they could.  And he was not seeing bad people--he was seeing an imprisoned people.  When he talks about redemption, the word that is used there in this text, it is freeing people from something to which they are enslaved.  So everyone else saw their roles and he saw their hearts and it broke his.

Hear these words from John the Baptist not as a critic but as a lover, a wounded lover who was born with a blister in his soul.  His father sings a song which tells you where his prophetic edge came from.  Mary sang a song which we will hear soon in this series for Jesus.  This man is longing for justice for his people yes, but also for the world.  And he says this child will prepare the way for the message.  It will bring knowledge of salvation, which at the point meant deliverance.  It was about perhaps the future but also the hope for right now.  And he said this child will teach them the ways to peace.  Because what John the Baptist knew was that it was not bad people that went off to war, it was entrapped people.  People who did not see the link between what they loved and what they hated, and how what they held on to make them feel safe was leading them to places they didn’t really want to go.

I heard Walt Herbert at Southwestern this week, and he was talking about the American mythology that leads to war.  About the western mentality where we are always good and they are always bad.  John the Baptist’s culture had fallen into that too.  They believed they were good because they had been born on that side of the line.  And they were taught as children to never look in the mirror, never to be self critical, never study your own history outside your own propaganda because you do not want to go there.  My favorite western, I have to admit, was Kung Fu.  I don’t know if anybody is old enough to remember Kung Fu, but I loved. it  I watched it every week and I didn’t get the discrepancy there that this guy talks about peace throughout the show and always beats somebody up at the end of it.  What a great symbol for America.  We love peace but we are reluctantly drawn in to one war after another war.

I very reluctantly printed out and read Obama’s speech for the Nobel Peace Prize.  My heart was not ready before that to hear this champion of peace and global enlightenment say what he said.  And I realized that this is maybe as good as America can produce but it is not good enough.  And I am not picking him out--I am saying that he represents the problem.  I think outside of power you can say all kinds of wonderful things, but once you sit in that chair you are governor of an empire.  And you must crush the peasants of the world, but you must not let the American people know you are doing it because our comfort level relies on not opening the window and seeing what we mean to the rest of the world.  

You don’t have to hate another person to bring war into the world.  One of the things I wish peace workers knew was that the root cause of war most of the time is not hatred--it is greed, it is comfort, it is addiction.  You don’t even have to choose it if you are addicted to comfort-- at a certain level you are too afraid, too helpless, too powerless to ever let go, to ever really look at what is happening.  The president was the perfect example of American arrogance and cluelessness.  You don’t have to hate another country; all you have to do it think it is your privilege and a burden on your back to fix everybody else.  Racists do not have to hate people of color; they just have to think they are better and not want to share what they have.  Sexist men do not have to hate women; they just have to feel that they are better and look at other women as objects.

The Book of James says the root of war is not hatred, it is desire.  I think they are twins.  They have a lot more in common than we think because those times when we are holding on to everything is when we are afraid.  We hoard when we are afraid.  It is our animal nature.  It is very human to do that but what John the Baptist wants to do is to give us the courage to let go of it because it is a death grip.  It will kill us as a people.  It is called sanity not to question these things.  You are called a radical if you say, “you know where we are headed right now will lead our species to extinction?”  So we want to sanely work within that insanity and keep headed in that direction toward the cliff.

The president, as evidence that there are evil people in the world, quoted treaties that we have broken.  It was almost like a joke listing the treaties we broke first used as evidence against other people.  The president talked about the evil weapons that Iran wants to develop that we have.  That we have.  They want what we have so they are evil.  Some kind of disconnect here maybe?  The president signed on to land mines.  Evil weapons?  Yeah.  Depleted uranium?  Evil weapons.  And he talked about a just war.  My favorite line is when he said we were attacked from Afghanistan.  Were we?  Attacked from Afghanistan?  Yes, some of the plotting was done in Afghanistan but some of it was done in Germany.  Are we going to bomb Germany?  I don’t think so.  Why not?  Why would we never think of bombing Germany but Afghanistan makes sense.

The most chilling moment was when he quoted Martin Luther King and Gandhi and renounced them.  He said they are noble figures and we should follow them when nothing is at stake.  I am paraphrasing here.  But that is what we do.  We are in favor of peace in-between our wars.  We respect Martin Luther King, there is a holiday for him, but we would never steer by those principles not when there is danger.  If there is nothing at stake then, sure.  Have you ever been on a diet in between meals?  That has been used to compare the insanity.  You want to diet but at each meal you eat a lot and then in between the meals you are dieting.

To love peace when nothing is at stake is even more insane.  And then the president said those words.  I respect those men, Gandhi all the people that deserve the peace price, but I see the world as it is.  Understand that the peace and all of the things that we used in the campaign are beautiful bumper stickers but we can’t steer by them and keep the empire.  I am the commander in chief of an empire and so I have to do the exact same things that I ran against.  The problem is not with the person sitting in the chair.  We will not save the Titanic by changing captains.  We will only save the Titanic by changing course.

When I heard those words “I see the world as it is” something flashed.  Do you remember the man from La Mancha?  Remember that?  It is the story of Don Quixote.  Things are so bad at his time that he goes kind of crazy because there is no way to be human any other way.  So he becomes a knight and goes out on all these adventures.  Here is his justification of that.  He says, “I shall impersonate a man.  His name is Alonso Quixano, a country squire no longer young.  Being retired, he has much time for books.  He studies them from morn til night and often through the night and morn again, and all he reads oppresses him; fills him with indignation at man’s murderous ways toward man.  He ponders the problem of how to make better a world where evil brings profit and virtue none at all; where fraud and deceit are mingled with truth and sincerity.  He broods and broods and broods and broods and finally his brains dry up.  He lays down the melancholy burden of sanity and conceives the strangest project ever imagined – to become a knight-errant, and sally forth into the world in search of adventures; to mount a crusade; to raise up the weak and those in need.  No longer will he be plain Alonso Quixano, but a dauntless knight known as Don Quixote de La Mancha.”

William Bloom has started calling Afghanistan “Yes-we-can-istan” as a way of reminding us of the discrepancy between our rhetoric and our policies.  When John the Baptist wore the clothes that he wore that was interpreted as rejecting the city and civilization for a moment and calling people back to their native goodness.  He brought them out of the city.  When Jesus wanted to teach the Beatitudes he took the people out of the city because as long as we stay in that same mindset we can’t get the discernment to step out of our prison.

What drove Rome to conquest at one point was not the soldiers, it was the cities and the needs of consumption of the cities.  They had to conquer more and more land to have areas to grow bread.  A bad economy really turns around real fast when you go to war.  Please do not forget that the most lucrative business in the history of the world is war.  And so when you build a community, culture or nation built on profit, on capital, on amassing as much capital as you can, that will inevitably lead you to war.  I know that people say you have to compromise and you do I understand that the short run and the long run.  John the Baptist is talking about the long run.  The people that came up with the story realized it is a whole lot more complicated than this, but the problem when we work within that evil system and forget that there is an evil system is that even our best intentions lead us to places we don’t want to go.  And we start repeating lies that we know are not true but we trying to hold ourselves together.

Do you remember Lily Tomlin’s great line where she said that the problem with the rat race is that even if you win it you are still a rat?  It is true.  Audre Lorde said you cannot dismantle the master’s house with the master’s tools.  Now there is always strategy and there is always compromise but there is a pole star.  The president mentioned the pole star but you have to steer by the pole star you have to go towards the pole star.  I understand going three steps forward and two steps back, but what our leaders are giving us is two steps forward and three steps back.  At some point we have to say as a people “No.”  Republicans have to say no.  Democrats have to say no.  Non-political people have to say no.  This is our world, we voted for peace and we demand peace.  We voted for healthcare, universal healthcare.  We are not going to get universal healthcare under either party so if you want your jobs give us what we say.  This is our world we are entitled to it and we want to share it with all God’s people.

Baptism is a call to ministry.  The church has done a great job with all of this and turned it into something that is completely escapist almost.  Baptism, the way the church presents it, is sprinkling God’s holy water on our causes.  What baptism was in the eyes of John the Baptist is consecrating human beings to the service of the common good.  If it is not, that it is not the baptism of John the Baptism or Jesus Christ.  If it is good for your country but not the world, if it is good for your religion but not the world, it is not the baptism of Jesus Christ.  A baptism that only baptizes you into the church has betrayed you at the most important level.

I heard a great story this week.  One of our kids was listening to Obama speak and said he sounds a lot like George Bush.  Now that is a child who has been baptized.  That child understands what a human being is in the whole world and he is not on a team that demands of him that he sells out the rest of us.  If you voted for Obama and you felt pity towards your conservative friends who rationalized everything George Bush did and you had contempt for that, then stop doing it for the current president and start standing up for us all for the whole world.  God blessed the whole world, no exceptions.

The task is very simple.  You prepare the way.  The time isn’t right where you can grab the world and turn it all around but you can turn towards that world.  You can think about it, pray about, sing about it, long for it and you can clear pebbles out of the way.  There is a wonderful quote from Spinoza, who was a heretic so don’t listen to him.  This is what John the Baptist knew that his country did not know.  This is what Jesus Christ knew that our country does not know: “Peace is not an absence of war.  It is a virtue, a state of mind, a disposition for benevolence, confidence and justice.”  When you step out with that as your vision every step you take leads to peace, if not now then tomorrow, if not tomorrow then the next day.  And the key is that you get to live in the light of the coming dawn.  You get to live in the joy knowing that you have lived your life to give that gift to children you will never meet.

I want to close again with Don Quixote. 
 “I have been a soldier and a slave.  I’ve seen my comrades fall in battle or die more
 slowly under the lash in Africa.  I’ve held them in my arms at the final moment.
 These were men who saw life as it is, yet they died despairingly.  No glory, no brave
 words, only their eyes filled with confusion, questioning “Why?”  I don’t think they
 were wondering why they were dying, but why they had ever lived.  When life itself
 seems lunatic, who knows where madness lies?  To surrender dreams – this may be
 madness; to seek treasure where there is only trash.  Too much sanity may be
 madness!  But maddest of all – to see life as it is and not as it should be.”

Transcribed and edited by a member of the St. Andrew's Sermon Transcription Project.

Giving Birth to Hope Series

Part I
Giving Birth to Hope (November 29) Exodus 3:1-14
Part II:
Mary (December 6) Luke 1:26-38
Part III:
Waiting (December 13) Luke 1:67-80
Part IV:
The Importance of Song (December 20) Luke 1:46-55
Part V:
Angels (December 24) Luke 2:8-20
Part VI:
Hope Speaks (December 27) Luke 2:41-52
[image: image1.png]S



St. Andrew’s Church          Loving ♦ Progressive ♦ Presbyterian
14311 Wells Port Drive, Austin, Texas 78728 · (512) 251-0698 · Fax:  (512) 251-2617

www.staopen.com

PAGE  

2

