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“Making Room For Hope:  Letting Go of Harmful Desires”


The First Sunday in Advent							    November 29, 2009
Reverend Roger Klemz						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson							          Deuteronomy 11:13-21
Epistle Lesson										I John 3:11-18
Gospel Lesson									        Matthew 7:19-24


Three verses from the Lessons:
	Deuteronomy 11:18:  “Fix these words of mine in your hearts and minds.
	I John 3:18:  “Let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth.
	Matthew 6:21 & 22:  “Store up for yourselves treasures in heaven . . . For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.”

Early in the 1800’s William Wordsworth wrote, “The world is too much with us, late and soon, getting and spending we lay waste our powers . . .”  He said, “For this, for everything, we are out of tune . . .  Great God, I’d rather be a pagan!”  Those are among the first words I thought of in the beginning of the consideration of the Advent Theme for this year at Berea.  Today is like the Church Calendar’s New Year’s Day.  Advent—we are beginning all over again.  We are going to remind ourselves that God keeps his promises.  He came to our world, as he said he would, in the Word of the Scriptures, in our hearts and minds, on our tongues.  As He came, as He comes, we have the promise He will come again, just as He said.  What was, what is, what will be gives us Hope—the certain confidence that God keeps his promises.  We want to keep that hope alive, giving hope room in our life by letting go of the harmful desires or powers that push us to worry and sometimes despair.

I thought of a song from a movie just about the time of my first job at the drug store, on the corner, on the square of Valparaiso, Indiana.  The song was:  “You’ve got to accentuate the positive, eliminate the negative, latch on to the affirmative, don’t mess with Mr. In Between.”  I got my first real taste of the negative world at the drug store, away from the sheltered Christian--Lutheran—setting of a home where we were not rich in things but the incredible wealth of love, forgiveness and emotional security.

One man, always impeccably dressed, pin stripped black suit, vest, shined black shoes, money was no obstacle.  He came to get his prescription for life filled, because he knew that contrary to state law, Mr. M. would sell him Jack Daniels Whiskey after hours and on Sunday, as long as the price was right.  More than once I helped wipe the vomit and spills from his black suit and shoes.  I learned this line from him:  What’s the use?  What’s the use?  What’s the use to chew tobacco when ya’ spit away the juice.  What’s the use?  What’s the use to try to go to heaven when yer always drinkin’ booze . . .”

A few came in using other negative methods to escape or dull reality.  Every day, at least once, frequently stopping at all three drug stores along Lincoln Way, they came for Bromo Seltzer, mixed with charge water from the Soda Fountain.  We would take two glasses, put the Bromo crystals in one, the charged water in the other, then pour back and forth quickly so that the dissolving bubbles would not overflow, until the fizzing died down enough for the men to chugalug their pain killer.  One of the men who came for the treatment had only one arm, and he demanded to mix the Bromo himself, quickly pouring back and forth with one glass always on the counter.  He walked out, hoping the mess of life would subside while we cleaned up the mess on the counter . . . 

Little by little I began to realize the power of Paul’s statement that Pastor Oldsen drummed into us at Confirmation class:  “Be not conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.”  KJV  I love the way J. B. Phillips translated:  “Don’t let the world around you squeeze you into its own mold, but let God re-make you so that your whole attitude of mind is changed.”  

Maybe, just maybe, we have to learn to let go of the idea that we have to shape our churches, and our lives, so that we are acceptable to the way that is judged socially and politically correct . . . maybe it is not that the world is too much with us, but that we are too much with the world around us; ready to dull our spiritual senses and mask the pain of a dying world.  God says clearly, for the sake of hope, “Fix these words of mind in your hearts and minds . . . where your treasure is, there will your heart be . . .”

A column on the editorial page told of a wife and mother who was out of the loop of communication because she did not have the right cell phone, or blackberry, or whatever.  She decided to get them so that, in her words, “my family has more electronic ways of ignoring me . . .”  I understood some of her wondering and pain.  So I joined “Face Book” and have been introduced to the world of countless “Friends” whom I do not know who want to be acknowledged, of Farmville, and Fishville, and Mafia Wars and Walls and Pokes and notes about things like fantasy football and I think . . . “Who is in control?”  Perhaps one of the most insightful statements sent to my Wall was this:  Welcome to the jungle!

OK.  Look at the jungle, look at the different forces that would mold you, feed your desires, sooth your aches and pains, use your time, efforts, actions, heart and mind . . . then listen to what Jesus says, “The eye is the lamp of the body.  If your eyes are good, (looking for and at things that have spiritual value,) your whole body will be full of light.  If your eyes are bad, (choosing to search out the questionable, the valueless,) your whole body will be full of darkness . . . where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.”  So what do you want from the jungle?  What are you looking for?  If you want what is wrong, you will go wrong.  Get rid of what is harmful, get rid of the desires that separate and pull you away from God.  Identify them by remembering to ask the question Pastor Sherren gave in his message on temptation and evil in the series of Catechism Review:  “Any time you are contemplating some action in life ask yourself this question:  “When I am doing what I am contemplating doing, will I be closer to God, or will I be farther from God?”  The goal of Satan, and much of the world around you is to separate you from God, to pull you into the darkness, to fill you with concerns and desires that destroy hope.  What’s the use, have another Bromo to dull your senses.  The goal of your God as you face both the fantasy and the reality of this time in this world is to fill the present darkness with the light of His hope.

Make room for Hope.  Make a special time of Advent.  Set up an Advent Wreath.  Light the candles.  Meditate.  Make it Word time, prayer time, asking God into your space for a time.  Fill the emptiness of letting go of harmful desires and wishes and hopes with a collection of the promises of God.

The Advent Lessons for today begin to point to the promises connected with His Word and our action, our response to the Word:

Deuteronomy 11:  “Obey the command I am giving, to love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul . . . Fix these words of mine in your hearts and minds . . . teach them to your children, talk about them when you sit at home . . . when you get up, when you go to bed.”  Then there is a listing of blessings given to the people and the land as they accepted the Word of God and served him faithfully.  God tells them, “I am setting before you a blessing . . .”  The blessing was connected to their faithful relationship with God and their commitment to His Word.  There is no better hope than hanging on the promises of God.  I have said this and I will keep on saying it as long as I have the opportunity, “The absolute best thing that we can do for our nation, for our world, for this time is to build and support this Church, the church is and can always be a strong place of hope based on the promises of a loving God.”

Number one on the hope list--that replaces the harmful:  Pay attention to God’s Word.

I John 3:  This is an action statement:  “We should love one another.”  John explains how to go about that.  We do not concentrate on the negatives, the harmful, the desires of people that are both puzzling and disgusting, or even how we puzzle and disgust ourselves at time.  John says, “This is how we know what love is:  Jesus Christ laid down his life for us.”  John says, “We love, because He first loved us.”  In order to be loving we have to learn to concentrate on the amazing fact of how much we are loved.  The real secret of being loving is to know God’s love and receive God’s love.  Fill yourself with that amazing reality:  Nobody loves you more than God.  God loves you enough to forgive everything.  God loves you enough to forget all of your harmful desires, all of your fantasies, all of your bad choices.  God so loved the world that he gave His Son into death, so that we could be claimed as God’s love children.  God is love . . . and this is love for God:  listen to him.  Then we can respond by handing out the hope of love without thinking about how unlovable they are, and how their actions and choices turn us off.  The issue is that we love because God loves.  That is the life filling action of hope, confidence in the promise of God:  I loved you with an ever-lasting love.

Number two on the hope list:  Realize you have a loving God.

Matthew 6:  A portion of the Sermon on the Mount.  This verse:  “Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.”  Add the other thought:  “No one can serve two masters.”  Who is in control?  If you want good, if you want hope, if you want a wholeness that enables you to face all and every condition of living in time in a fractured, fantasy, “in your face” world . . . realize that the source of your treasure is the God who loves you.  Stay attached.  Stay in control with your God.  We don’t do well alone.  Stay in contact through the Word, through Worship together, through prayer.  I know that you are here, you are always here, and this is like what is called “preaching to the choir, but I also know that we need to hear it over and over again.  We need to be reminded.  We need to be in touch with the fact that it really works.

I am going to revisit another of Pastor Sherren’s sermons on the Catechism.  This is the one from September 27 on daily prayer.  The thoughts really touched me.  These are not his exact words, but his thoughts on Morning and Evening Prayers.

Along with other prayer suggestions in the Catechism are The Morning Prayer and the Evening Prayer.  Both prayers begin in the same way.  In the morning when you get up or in the evening when you go to bed . . . you make the sign of the cross and say, “In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”  You say the Creed and the Lord’s Prayer.  Then, if you wish you may say this little prayer (again, both prayers begin the same way), “I thank you, my heavenly Father, through Jesus Christ, Your dear Son . . .”  

Among the first words you speak in the morning, among the last words you speak at the end of day:  “I thank you, heavenly Father . . .” not, “oh, man, another rotten day . . . more cold . . . more rain . . . I wonder what will go wrong today.”  And when you go to bed it is not worrying about what is not done, or about the next payment, or what the kids will get into tomorrow, or health, or all the things to toss in your head and heart until three in the morning . . .  I thank you, my heavenly Father.

Number three on the hope list:  Stay attached to God through prayer.

It changes outlooks.  It will change your life.  It works.  It is one of the gift promises of God.

Right in the midst of a strange, hard, cold world, we are enabled to say:  “Oh give thanks unto the Lord, for he is good and his mercy endures . . .  Steadfast love and hope endure:  It has, it does, it will . . . just as God promised.”  Amen
