The 17th Sunday after Pentecost
September 7, 2008
Text:  Romans 13:8-14
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is truth.

Time is odd, isn’t it?  Think of thirty minutes spent on the living room couch, just you and the one you’re madly in love with….time goes by so fast, you blink an eye and it’s gone, right?!?  Compare that with a half-hour in the dentist’s chair having a root canal….

an equal amount of time, but it seems like it lasts for hours.

To a five-year-old, waiting for Christmas seems like an eternity; to the parents of that five-year-old, who have the same amount of time to prepare for that Christmas, it is here in a flash.

The Bible has its own unique perspective on time…namely, that these are the last times….that the ending of time has already begun.  Biblical time is short.  “The night is far gone,” Paul writes to the Romans, “the day is near.”  This is not time in a dentist chair; this is making out time with your lover.  This is “twinkling of an eye” time.  Jesus tells us:  “Keep awake therefore, for you do not know on what day your Lord is coming.”
Do you think that Jesus will come when everyone is wide awake and ready?  Think again!  For the gospel writers, that is about as laughable as believing that a thief will give you a phone call first to see when might be a good time for him to break into your house!

Jesus told several stories a bout how time is quickly running out on us:

· The story about the householder who does not know when the thief will come.

· Another one about the servant who does not know when his master will return.

· And yet another about the bridesmaids who cannot tell when the bridegroom will arrive.  

The purpose of all these stories is to remind us that time is running out.

I’ll bet you haven’t thought a whole lot about God coming as a thief in the night, have you?  It’s a powerful metaphor, isn’t it?  Almost offensive.  Describing how the Kingdom of God steals in among us.  God comes when you least expect Him because he knows how badly we need to be broken into and how hard we will resist.
What is God after?  Not your jewelry….not your big-screen, high-definition TV.  Like any other thief, this one is after your valuables.  But unlike any other thief, this one knows what your valuables really are:  not your silver, not your stereo, but your heart, your soul, your mind, your will, your body.  Those are the treasures that this thief’s heart is set on, at no small risk to his own life….in fact, it cost him his life!

If God is indeed coming like a thief in the night, I suggest that you and I need to change our perspective on time, that we need to set our clocks to biblical time.  Time is not this thing that stretches out endlessly before us; no, but rather, time is the moment to decide.

“Depend on it, sir,” said the esteemed Dr. Johnson of 18th century England as quoted by his famous biographer, James Boswell, “Depend upon it, sir, when a man knows he is to be hanged in a fortnight, it concentrates the mind wonderfully.”  It takes something like the prospect of a hanging…or a thief breaking in?...to get our attention.

We modern-day people have an endless capacity to avoid talking about the end.  But the truthful fact of the matter is, God has set limits for us human beings.  Your life and mine….all human lives….are limited by the time between birth and death.
You young people out there, you may think that time appears to be long and seemingly unending.  We old folks here…and I include myself in that grouping….we can be deceived into thinking that we have not much more time, not enough to do all that we would like to do.

Both are equally wrong perspectives!  Both the teen-ager and the 80-year-old….both have the very same moment!  The question that biblical time throws into our face is this:  what are you going to do with it!?!  Both the teen-ager and the 80-year-old….all of us…are given a unique opportunity.  God urges us to seize our limited time as a unique opportunity.

Time is ruled and limited by our God.  “Behold, I stand at the door and knock,” He tells us.  The time in which you and I now live is simply the time between His knocking and His entering.  This is the “last hour;” these are the “end times.”  The vanishing of the night and the breaking of the day have begun and can no longer be stopped.  The One who is knocking at our door is standing on a very thin, hard-to-see line between the beginning and the end.  Time is that short.
Do not mistake me for some motivational speaker trying to pump you up with a carpe diem…seize the day…..and make a quick buck….like those unsolicited e-mails I have been getting recently that tell me if only I had invested my money the way they urged me in the last e-mail, I would have increased my wealth 25%!  Nor am I a Robin-Williams-like teacher out to inspire a new Dead Poets Society.  No, this is the biblical, eschatological carpe diem….seize the day, seize the moment that will prepare you for eternity.  This is Jesus’ wake-up call, to shake us out of our indifference.

“Wake up!” Paul says to us and to everyone like us.  Today is not just like every other day.  This moment is not just one among countless millions of moments in time.  No.  Paul says, “Now is your unique opportunity to make your response to God.”
And just what is “your unique opportunity”?  Wherever you are right now…with whatever problems or challenges you face….with whatever gifts you have been given…that is your unique opportunity.  That is where God calls you to be faithful, to live your life in faithful response to his will.  Each one of us is called to focus on the very center of our lives, and to separate that center from the periphery, from the stuff on the edges…and to give yourself fully to that center.
I have an anti-example in my hands here.  A cartoon from the Reader’s Digest shows a husband and wife seated in the front row of a church while a wedding is in progress.  And the husband says to his wife:  “I’ve been really busy for the last 25 years, Alice, so tell me, is that our son or daughter getting married?”  There is a man who has given himself over to the periphery; he has consumed himself on the edges of his life.

Have you seized the unique opportunity that has been given to you?  Here’s a clue to help us answer that question.  Do you always remember that you must die…and yet you never fear death?  To realize that you and I will die and yet not to fear our death can be done only with the biblical understanding of time.  The Bible reminds us that we have Jesus Christ our Lord at the beginning of our time, but also at the end of our time as well….therefore Jesus Christ is the frontier ahead of us and it is to Him that we move.

Memento mori!  “Remember you must die.”  And if it is true, and I believe it is, that Jesus Christ stands on that frontier of death, then memento mori, “Remember you must die,” is also Memento Domini, “Remember your Lord.”

Leo Tolstoy, in his little novel, The Death of Ivan Ilyich, tells the story of Ivan Ilyich, a prosperous and successful man of the world who literally cannot confront his own death until the very last, as he is lying on his deathbed.  “What if my entire life,” Ilyich asks, “my entire conscious life, simply was not the real thing?”  [quoted in The Last Things, p. 59ff.]

It occurred to him that what had seemed utterly inconceivable before – that he had not lived the kind of life he should have – might in fact be true…..His official duties, his manner of life, his family, the values adhered to by people in society and in his profession – all these might not have been the real thing.

‘Yes, all of it was simply not the real thing.  But no matter.  I can still make it the real thing – I can.  But what is the real thing?’ Ivan Ilyich asked himself and suddenly grew quiet, listening.  Just then he felt someone kissing his hand.  He opened his eyes and looked at his son.  He grieved for him.  His wife came in and went up to him.  He looked at her.  She gazed at him with an open mouth, with unwiped tears on her nose and cheeks, with a look of despair on her face.  He grieved for her.
In his dying, Ivan Ilyich seized his unique opportunity, the realization that what really matters is grace…mercy….the gesture of love, of forgiveness, which we offer to one another in the blessed forgetfulness of self.  Tolstoy continues:

“And death?  Where is it?”

[Ivan Ilyich] searched for his accustomed fear of death and could not find it.  Where was death?  What death?  There was no fear because there was no death.

Instead of death there was light.  “So that’s it” he exclaimed.  “What bliss!”

All this happened in a single moment [his unique opportunity, I would say] but the significance of that moment was lasting.  For those present, his agony continued for another two hours.  Something rattled in his chest; his emaciated body twitched.  Then the rattling and wheezing gradually diminished.

“It is all over,” said someone standing beside him.

[Ivan Ilyich] heard these words and repeated them in his soul.

“Death is over,” he said to himself.  “There is no more death.”

He drew in a breath, broke off in the middle of it, stretched himself out, and died.
In Jesus Christ we have already died.  In Jesus Christ there is no more death.  In Jesus Christ the world has ended.  The old conventional values are destroyed.  Everything we thought had enduring value, and to which we so ruthlessly cling – money, human potential, aspirations to run the world on our terms – that all needs to be ripped off by that old thief of a God.

This is the unique opportunity which lies before each one of us….the unique opportunity to know that all of our time, both our beginning and our end, is now hidden with Christ in God…the unique opportunity to know that the significance of our lives is not a matter of our achievements but is only due to God’s grace.

And that is the reason why we no longer need to fear our death.  Because at that moment when we die, our Lord intervenes for us and comes to meet us and calls us once again to grasp our opportunity, the unique opportunity which he has laid before every single one of His children.

It is clear then, isn’t it, that God is our hope.  Our only hope?  Yes, our only hope!  And “now is the moment, the unique opportunity, for you to wake from sleep.”
