The Second Sunday in Advent
December 7, 2008
Text:  2 Peter 3:8-15a
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is Truth.  Amen.
You’ve probably noticed:  I don’t title my sermons – mainly because I hardly ever finish a sermon by the Wednesday morning deadline for the worship bulletin!  But this particular sermon does have a title:  Hasten slowly.

It’s an old Latin proverb:  festina lente…..hasten slowly.  Did you hear an echo of it in our Second Reading today, from 2 Peter?  Waiting for and hastening the coming of the Day of God.
 What does it mean to hasten slowly?  Well, I’m going to defer to two German Lutheran pastors – a father-son team – from back in the 19th and 20th centuries:  the Blumhardts:  Johann Christoph Blumhardt, the father; Christoph Friedrich Blumhardt, the son.  Their lives and their ministries were consumed by twin concerns:

· a passion for the marginal people in society;

· and, at the same time, an enthusiastic expectation for the coming Kingdom of God.
Those concerns almost seem mutually exclusive, don’t they?  The first is a concern for the here and now, the present.  The second is all wrapped up with the there and then, the future.  They are paradoxes!  How do you embrace them both?  

In that same way, hasten slowly is a paradox!  Right?  On the one hand, the hastening part is all bound up with an eager passion to do something right now; the slowly part recognizes that the doing is not under our control, that we also need to wait for God.
Now we also have a modern-day saying, Hurry up and wait – but it’s not the same thing as hasten slowly.  Hurry up and wait is what you do at the airport:  you race to the airport two hours before your flight time, and then, because of flight delays, you sit around and wait for two more hours.  Hurry up and wait is more separated:  first you hurry, then you wait.  Hasten slowly is something that happens at the same time.
And it’s all tied up with the Kingdom of God!  Hastening means to act with passion, to live rightly as if the coming Kingdom of God were already here.  The waiting part, the slowly part is the recognition that the Kingdom has not yet fully come, nor is it even in our power to make it come.  The coming of the Kingdom will be God’s doing, and yet you and I are called to be relentless in moving toward it.  Hasten slowly!
That paradox, Hasten slowly, is right on as a description of the Kingdom of God.  This morning, let’s begin chewing on this paradox, guided by our Second Reading from 2 Peter….and by the Pastors Blumhardt!  And let’s begin with the paradox of the Kingdom being both present and future.
Our Second Peter text certainly proclaims the future aspect of the Kingdom:  In accordance with God’s promise, we wait for new heavens and a new earth.  Yet the New Testament also tells us that the Kingdom of God is present among us now.  Jesus told his disciples, The Kingdom of God is in the midst of you.  And by that, he meant himself!  Jesus Christ was the beginning of the Kingdom.  From Pastor Christoph Blumhardt:
I want to proclaim to you what God has put into my heart:  God’s kingdom is a living reality, a rulership that impacts the here and now and even today is at hand – closer than we may think.  The intervention of the living God is more powerful today than many believe.  God wants to manifest himself as the one who is something and who does something now.

Too many people have the notion that God’s Kingdom is only in the future, and since it is entirely in the future, all you and I can do right now is to twiddle our thumbs and wait for it.  Not so.  Listen to Pr. Blumhardt again:

I have fat volumes about the second coming of Christ and many people have told me to study them.  Ah!  I get so tired of this!  Half of them I do not understand; I am too stupid.  The authors make lengthy calculations and come to the most remarkable conclusions.  One must really force oneself to understand these speculations.  [He’s referring here to all those people throughout history who have thought they could predict when God’s Kingdom would come in all its fullness.]  Again and again I have to think, O God, if this is your future coming, I don’t get it!  As far as I am concerned, all this can sink in the Rhine River, if I can only unite all people in just this one point:  to expect something from God.
Let’s remind ourselves what it is we are talking about when we use the phrase Kingdom of God.  It simply means God’s reign.  It simply means that God’s will is done on earth just as it is in heaven.  It’s no accident that those two petitions of the Lord’s Prayer come right after each other:  Thy Kingdom come; thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.  God’s Kingdom is present wherever and whenever God’s will is done.

Let’s continue with some other paradoxes of this Kingdom.  We are to wait for it – because we don’t bring it, God does – but we are also supposed to hasten it…and yet we don’t cause it to come.  How do we understand this?

You and I are signs of the kingdom.  Our last week’s newsletter is a good example of that.  
· When you and I build a Parish Life Center where we will pass the faith on to our children that is a sign pointing to God’s Kingdom where all will know who God is.  
· When 64 bibles were given to the women of New Beginnings Church in the Denver Women’s Correctional Facility, that is a sign pointing to God’s Kingdom where all will hear God’s Word, and where all prisoners will lose their chains!
· When we made a gift last summer to the ELCA Domestic Disaster Relief Fund, which aided flooded St. Paul School in Waverly, Iowa, that was a sign pointing to God’s Kingdom where there will be no more floods.

· When you grab a sticky note from the Christmas tree in the narthex and purchase gifts for the children of the Rocky Mountain Youth Clinic, you will be a sign pointing to God’s Kingdom where there will be no more poverty.

You and I don’t bring in the Kingdom; we merely point to it.  God is the One who ushers in His Kingdom.  We are just the billboards advertising it.

Another question for us to consider:  how is judgment connected to the coming of Christ’s Kingdom?  In just a few minutes we will be affirming our faith, using the Nicene Creed, and we will come across the line:  He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead, and his kingdom will have no end.
What could this judgment be about?  A desire on God’s part to reward good people with life in his Kingdom, and to condemn bad people to an eternal life in hell?  Well, that’s not what our Second Peter text tells us!

Our letter-writer raises the question:  why has God’s Kingdom not yet come in all of its fullness?  Is God slow in delivering on his promise?  No! the letter-writer assures us.  Rather, God is patient with all his children:  God is patient with you, not wanting any to perish, but all to come to repentance.

He repeats his point again at the end of our text:  Therefore, beloved, while you are waiting for these things, strive to be found by him at peace, without spot or blemish; and regard the patience of our Lord as salvation.

So, at the coming of the Kingdom, on the day of judgment, we’re supposed to be found by Jesus Christ…at peace, without spot or blemish.  Is that going to happen?  We are somehow going to make ourselves perfect by the day of the Lord!?!

Well….you and I are not going to be able to do that, but God has already done it for us!!  That’s what the cross was all about!  Jesus Christ taking our place, taking our “spots and blemishes” upon himself and taking them away…and then giving us his righteousness, his perfection.

Judgment, you see, will be our purification.  Judgment is not each one of us coming before Christ the Judge as individuals, going over our life, looking at the bad we’ve done, the good we’ve done, weighing the two, and if the good weighs more than the bad, then we go off to heaven, and if the bad weighs more than the good – sorry, Charlie – off we go to hell!

No!  That’s the Egyptian Book of the Dead you’re visualizing there, not the judgment of God.  No, God’s judgment is purification.  God’s judgment is setting us right.  God’s judgment doesn’t burn us up, but it burns up what is evil in us.  It purifies us!

Handel, remember?  This afternoon I get to go to Boettcher Concert Hall and hear the Colorado Symphony and the Colorado Chorale perform Handel’s Messiah.  And they will be singing the good news right into my heart!  The bass will sing, But who may abide the day of his coming?  And who shall stand when he appeareth?  For he is like a refiner’s fire!  And the chorus will proclaim the good news:  And he shall purify the sons of Levi.
Listen to Pastor Blumhardt once again:
Many people think that Christ’s second coming means a dreadful judgment, when unbelievers will be cast into hell and believers will be saved.  No, when Jesus comes, he wants to find his servants prepared to receive him as a Savior, a helper who comes into the world not in order to judge and condemn, but rather to redeem and make whole, because this is what God created him for.
No, it’s not that kind of a judgment.  And it’s not rapture either!  Over the past couple of decades, with all of those Left Behind books, that 19th-century-born idea of the rapture has infiltrated our culture:  this idea that the elect of God will be whisked out of whatever they are doing and will float up to Christ in the air, leaving everybody else behind, excluded from the Kingdom.  Pastor Blumhardt again:
Today there are Christians who believe that they will fly with the Savior to heaven and then laugh at those who are left behind.  I find it incomprehensible that those who call themselves devout consider themselves better than others.  This kind of religion is false because it separates me from other human beings.  I will have nothing to do with that!  Jesus entered right into the human condition in all its ugliness.  He united with people.  He did not separate himself from us.

God’s Kingdom is present among us whenever and wherever God’s will is done….and yet at the same time it will one day come fully in the future.  You and I are not in control of the Kingdom – God will bring it, not us – yet at the same time you and I are to live lives that will be signs pointing to the Kingdom of God.  Remember how Second Peter put it:  What sort of persons ought you to be in leading lives of holiness and godliness, waiting for and hastening the coming of the day of God?

That’s what it means to hasten slowly.  Let’s let Pastor Blumbardt have the last word:

Let everyone, in his own place, become obedient.  Listen!  Listen, children, when something that is right is said to you, be eager to do it.  You young men and young women, if you know that something is right, do it!  You older ones, men and women, if you see that something is right, do it!  And anyone else among us, sick or healthy, high or low, impoverished or not – if you know that something is right, then do it!  Don’t think too long about it.  Just consider:  is it right, or not?  If it is right, go at it.  Then you will find Christ [and his Kingdom].
Hasten slowly!
