Keawalaÿi Congregational Church
United Church of Christ (USA)

First Sunday of Advent

Sunday, November 30, 2008

The Rev. Kealahou C. Alika

“Where Are You, God?”

Mark 13:24-37

A good friend died last week.  I was reminded of the death of another good friend many, many years ago.  Some of the things I felt then I've been feeling this week.

Although it occurred over twenty years ago, it was difficult at that time to let go and to move on.  There were days when I would have to – if you excuse the expression – "drag my butt" to work and home.

Family at home, colleagues at work, and friends in the neighborhood knew I was in a bit of funk.  I did everything I could think of to move on – seeing a therapist, exercising, taking long walks and yes, I did go to church, I did pray and I did wonder more than once – "Where are you, God?" But the result of each effort only seemed to spiral downwards.  No roller coaster of thoughts and emotions – up and down; only a downward spiral.
“You should get over it,” a good friend would say.

“It’s been too long, you need to move on.  It’s affecting your job,” a colleague at work would add.

“What?  Not pau yet?  Whatsamatter?” someone else would ask.

After a while most stopped asking, “How are you doing?”for fear that I would tell them.  And after a while I stopped talking.

One day I was leaving home to run an errand.  A neighbor saw me and she took it upon herself to ask, “How are you doing?”

“I’m not saying much these days,” I responded.  “I worry that every time my friends see me, they’ll walk in the other direction if I say anything.”

“Oh, no, no, no, no!” she said emphatically, “You must use your friends ruthlessly.”

With that simple word of encouragement, it finally dawned on me that there was no point of avoiding, denying, or rushing past the grief I had been experiencing for almost a year.  I did find true friends – those who were not afraid of facing or recognizing grief and sorrow.  And it finally dawned on me that the psalmist was right in declaring:  “Those who go out weeping, bearing the seed for sowing, shall come home with shouts of joy, carrying their sheaves.” (Psalm 126:6)

It has been hard not to notice that Christmas arrived especially early in many retail shops and department stores.  There was no need to wait for the after-Thanksgiving Day sales.  Some of the post-Christmas sales became pre-Christmas sales as early as October.  

We have already been oversaturated with the “joy” of Christmas by this first week of Advent:  “lights have been hung, holiday music fills the airwaves, family and office parties are kicking off, and the advertising of the day assures us that the perfect gifts for our loved ones and ourselves await our discovery and purchase.” (Andy Debraber, “Lament in Advent,” Douglas Congregational United Church of Christ, Douglas, Michigan.  From Seasons of the Spirit, Congregatinal Life, Advent/Christmas/Epiphany, 2008, page 34)  But what are we to say to those for whom this has become a season not of joy, but of sorrow?

On this first Sunday of Advent, we move from the joy of the Reign of Christ Sunday into a place of great turmoil and lament.  It may seem that the juxtaposition of joy and sorrow is an odd one.

But all of our lectionary readings for this morning remind us that the reality we celebrate at Christmas – of Emmanuel or God with us – only rings true if we recognize and welcome God with us in all of our realities including the death of a loved one.  The coming of the birth of the Christ Child and the making of “‘peace on earth’ depends on our ability to name our losses, our grief, our pain and then to work toward greater wholeness, health and healing.”  (Op. cit.)

In other words, we ought not to be so eager to usher in the joy of Christmas without having first acknowledged the sorrows that are a part of our living.  Our “Call to Worship” this morning includes the reading that comes to us from The Book of Psalms.  The Bible contains many different kinds of psalms.

Psalm 80 is a national lament, a crying out to God by the people of Israel in a time of danger.  The pattern is familiar:  the address to God describing God’s goodness, a description of what went wrong in the nation’s history, a complaint, and then a prayer for help.  

The writer of the psalm describes how God’s face shines and how all light comes from God.  God’s face shining upon the people is an image of God being with them and so they plead that God’s face may shine on them again.

In 722 BCE, the northern kingdom of Israel fell to Assyria in a war that devastated the people.  The tribes of Ephraim, Benjamin and Manasseh were all deeply affected.  Many were carried away into exile.  

Neighboring states taunted the people – where was their God when defeat and destruction came?  Those in exile mourned.  Many felt as if tears had become their food and drink, so they lamented.

By lamenting they recognized the reality that to be alive means they will suffer loss and grief.  By lamenting they also recognized God’s presence throughout their lives.  “You are the one who brought us to life and you are the one who has been our sustenance in every circumstance” And then they asked, “Where are you now, when we feel beaten down?” (Op. cit.)
By lamenting they learned to live in hope and faith, trusting that God is there.  They remembered that God so often acted powerfully in those moments when they felt lost and in those times when they were in pain.  By lamenting they are able to remind one another that they were not alone in their suffering.

In the midst of such a great tragedy, the people declared who God is:  God is their shepherd and like the shepherd who guards and protects his sheep, so it is that God guards and protects the people.  It is God who nourishes and sustains.  It is God who leads and provides.  And so the people call upon God to lead them again.

In our reading from The Gospel According to Mark we discover that the early Christian communities were undergoing persecution.  The temple in Jerusalem was destroyed in 70 CE, and there was great suffering at the hands of the Romans during this time.

Mark reminds those in the early church and us that God is very near.  We must keep awake for we do not know when God will come to us.  That promise and hope is with us now.
The world in which we live today is filled with nations at war and armed conflict. It would seem not much has changed from ancient times.  We try to convince ourselves that the reason for war is different this time but in the end we discover that waging war is much easier than making peace.  Iraq, Afghanistan, Chechnya, Tibet, Myanmar, Thailand, the Congo, the Sudan, India.

There is great lamenting in many places around the world and in each the question is being asked again and again, “Where are you, God?”  

But we do not need to be nations at war to name the losses, grief, and pain we know in so many other ways.  As individuals we will find ourselves asking the same question when faced with our loss and sorrow, our own grief and pain, “Where are you, God?” 

We cry out, with the psalmist, longing to know that God is with us – whether as people or as individuals.  On this first Sunday of Advent we set our eyes then on Bethlehem as a time of preparation.  We set our eyes on Bethlehem in anticipation of the birth of the one who shall be called Emmanuel – “God with us" and in that birth lay our hope of a promise.

I thought about my friend who died twenty years ago this week.  I thought about my friend who died last week.  
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