SUNDAY, DECEMBER 18, 1983

"HOPES AND FEARS”

LUKE 2:1-14

OF ALL THE SUGGESTIONS EVER MADE TO ME ABOUT
PREACHING, ONE OF THE MOST HELPFUL ONES WAS
FROM A WOMAN WHO SAID, "“T0o0 MANY SERMONS
TELL US WHAT TO DO, BUT NOT VERY MANY TELL
US HOW TO DO IT. WHAT MANY OF US NEED,”

SHE SAID, “IS SOMETHING MORE PRACTICAL AND
SPECIFIC,”

[ AGREE WITH THIS REMARK. WE PREACHERS DO
TEND TO DWELL TO0O MUCH IN THE RKREALM OF THE

IDEAL AND OFTEN DO NOT GIVE ENOUGH HELP IN

WAYS TO LIVE OUT OUR FAITH. THE KINDS OF
RELIGIOUS QUESTIONS WHICH PEOPLE HAVE ARE

MANY , BUT ONE OF THE MOST FUNDAMENTAL QUESTIONS
OF ALL, AND ONE WHICH IS ASKED FREQUENTLY,

IS: "I WOULD VERY MUCH LIKE TO EXPERIENCE

GOD IN A MORE PERSONAL WAY, BUT THIS HAS

NEVER HAPPENED TO ME. I DO NOT KNOW WHERE
OR HOW TO BEGIN, TELL ME HOW TO DO IT.”

To BEGIN, I BELIEVE THAT ALL PEOPLE HAVE

DEEP WITHIN THEM A “GOD HUNGER,"” A LONGING

TO FEEL AND KNOW THAT THEY ARE CONNECTED

TO (GOD, CONNECTED TO THE SOURCE AND FOUNDATION
OF ALL BEING., ST. AUGUSTINE WROTE: “THou,

0 GoD, HAST MADE US FOR THYSELF, AND OUR
HEARTS ARE RESTLESS UNTIL THEY FIND THEIR
REST IN THEE.”




THE ANSWER TO THIS BUILT IN “GOD HUNGER”

IS WHAT CHRISTMAS IS ALL ABOUT, AND THE STORY
OF CHRISTMAS GIVES US SOME CLUES AS TO HOW

WE CAN COME INTO A MORE PERSONAL EXPERIENCE

OF GOD. IN FACT, THERE ARE TWO CHARACTERISTICS
OF THE CHRISTMAS EVENT WHICH STAND OUT IN

THIS REGARD,

1. THE FIRST THING TO NOTICE ABOUT CHRISTMAS

IS THAT GOD TAKES THE INITIATIVE., WHAT HAPPENED
TO MARY AND JOSEPH AND WHAT HAPPENED IN BETHLEHEM
THAT FIRST CHRISTMAS EVE WERE NOT THE RESULT

OF HUMAN EFFORT. HUMAN BEINGS DID NOT REACH

OUT AND LAY HOLD OF GoD, WE DID NOT REACH
OUT AND BRING GOD TO US IN HUMAN FORM., IT

WAS THE OTHER WAY AROUND; THE LOVE OF GOD
BECAME A HUMAN BEING AND LIVED AMONG US,

WE HUMAN BEINGS NEVER INSTIGATE A RELATIONSHIP
WITH GoD., IT IS ALWAYS GOD WHO MAKES THE
FIRST MOVE., I THINK THIS IS WHAT PHILLIPS
BROOKS WAS TRYING TO SAY IN ONE VERSE OF

HIS CHRISTMAS CAROL, “O LITTLE TOWN OF
BETHLEHEM, " WHEN HE WROTE, “THE HOPES AND
FEARS OF ALL THE YEARS ARE MET IN THEE
TONIGHT,"”

ON THE ONE HAND STANDS THE DEEPEST SINGLE
HOPE AND DESIRE OF ALL HUMAN BEINGS -- THE

DESIRE TO BE AT ONE WITH OUR SOURCE, TO KNOW
AND EXPERIENCE ON AN INTIMATE, PERSONAL LEVEL
50D, WHO IS THE REASON FOR OUR BEING. THE

DSALMIST WROTE, “AS A HART LONGS FOR FLOWING




STREAMS, SO LONGS MY SOUL FOR THEE, O GobD,
My souL THIRSTS FOR GOD, FOR THE LIVING (GOD,
WHEN SHALL I COME AND BEHOLD THE FACE OF
GoDp?”

OFTEN THIS LONGING FOR (GOD IS CAMOUFLAGED

OR DISGUISED. WE USE OTHER LANGUAGE TO
DESCRIBE IT. SOME SAY THEY ARE SEARCHING

FOR “MEANING” IN THEIR LIVES, OR HAPPINESS,
OTHERS DISGUISE THE THIRST IN THEIR LUST

FOR POWER OR PRESTIGE OR THE DRIVE FOR OWNING
AND POSSESSING,

ON THE OTHER HAND, OVER AGAINST THIS GOD
HUNGER, NO MATTER HOW IT IS DISGUISED, WE

HAVE ALL SORTS OF FEARS., "“THE HOPES AND
FEARS OF ALL THE YEARS ARE MET IN THEE
TONIGHT.” THE BASIC FEAR IS THAT THE GOD
HUNGER CANNOT BE SATISFIED,

THERE IS THE QUESTION OR FEAR AS TO WHETHER
GOD EXISTS AT ALL. OR IS GOD MERELY SOMETHING
WE HUMAN BEINGS CREATE? A CRUTCH? BILL
COFFIN SAID, “SURE, RELIGION IS A CRUTCH,

BUT WHO SAID YOU DON'T LIMP?”

OTHERS HAVE SAID SURELY GOD DOES EXIST, BUT
FEAR THAT THIS GOD IS BASICALLY UNKNOWABLE,
OR IMPERSONAL, OR HAS NO INTEREST IN HUMAN
BEINGS, STILL OTHERS BELIEVE THAT THE
CAPACITY TO RELATE TO GOD MIGHT EXIST, BUT
GOD IS TOO BUSY WITH OTHER CONCERNS TO HAVE
ANY TIME FOR THAT.



THE FEARS THAT PREOCCUPY US ARE MANY IN
RELATION TOo GoD. IN THE PAST GOD HAS TOO
OFTEN BEEN PICTURED ONLY AS AN ANGRY JUDGE,

RATHER THAN A LOVING PRESENCE. SOME ARE
AFRAID THAT GOD WILL REJECT THEM.,

OVER AGAINST ALL THESE FEARS IS THE EVENT

OF CHRISTMAS, "“THE LOVE OF GOD BECAME A
HUMAN BEING AND LIVED AMONG US.,” NOT ONLY
DOES GOD EXIST AND CAN BE KNOWN, BUT (GOD
TAKES THE INITIATIVE TO BE AMONG US AND
RELATE TO US. GOD KNOWS HOW TO GET IN TOUCH
WITH HUMAN BEINGS AND DOES SO. NOT ONLY

DOES GoD EXIST, GoD CARES! (GoD LOVES US!
GOD SO LOVED THE WORLD THAT GOD GAVE THE

SON,

SO WHEN THESE FEELINGS OF “GOD HUNGER" WELL
UP IN US, REMEMBER WE ARE NOT UP AGAINST

THE NON-EXISTENT, THE UNKNOWABLE, OR THE
INDIFFERENT ONE, THE VERY HUNGER ITSELF

IS THE FIRST SIGN OF GOD REACHING OUT TOWARD
US., THIS POINT CANNOT BE OVERSTATED., WE

DO NOT HAVE TO INITIATE A RELATIONSHIP WITH
GoD, GOD IS THE ONE WHO ALWAYS DOES THAT,
IN FACT, GOD WANTS TO RELATE TO YOU MORE
THAN YOU WANT TO RELATE TO GOoD. NOT ONLY
DOES CHRISTMAS SHOW THAT, BUT IN EVERY
INSTANCE IN THE OLD TESTAMENT STORIES OF

A GOD - HUMAN ENCOUNTER, IT IS GOD WHO TAKES

THE INITIATIVE, AND THE SAME IS TRUE TODAY,.

2. THE SECOND THING TO NOTICE ABOUT CHRISTMAS
AND OUR COMING INTO A PERSONAL RELATIONSHIP



WITH GOD IS THIS: GOD FREQUENTLY COMES TO

US IN UNEXPECTED AND SURPRISING WAYS, THE
BIGGEST SURPRISE OF CHRISTMAS WAS THIS: NO
ONE EXPECTED GOD IN A BABY, LYING IN A MANGER,
NO ONE EXPECTED THE MOTHER OF THIS BABY TO

BE A PEASANT GIRL FROM A SMALL TOWN,

THE POINT IS THIS: WE OFTEN GO WRONG IF
WE ANTICIPATE TOO SPECIFICALLY HOW GOD WILL
ENTER OUR WORLD OR LIVES OR HOW WE WILL COME
INTO CONTACT WITH OR EXPERIENCE GOD, ISAIAH
REMINDS US, “GOD’S WAYS ARE NOT OUR WAYS;
NEITHER ARE GOD’S THOUGHTS OUR THOUGHTS.”

OUR METAPHORS USED IN ATTEMPTING TO DESCRIBE
GOD, IF TAKEN TOO LITERALLY, CAN LIMIT OUR
EXPECTATIONS., THUS SOME PEOPLE EXPECT TO
HEAR GOD SPEAKING TO THEM IN A VOICE USING
HUMAN WORDS. WE FORGET THAT EVEN WE HUMAN
BEINGS COMMUNICATE WITH EACH OTHER IN MANY
OTHER WAYS, AS WELL. WE COMMUNICATE WITH

A LOOK, WITH OUR EYES, WITH OUR BODIES, WITH
GESTURES, WITH SILENCE.

SOMETIMES WE WILL HEAR SOMEONE DESCRIBE HIS
OR HER PERSONAL EXPERIENCE WITH GOD, AND
THEN WE EXPECT THAT IF WE HAVE SOME KIND

OF PERSONAL EXPERIENCE, IT WILL HAVE TO BE
IN THE SAME WAY. WHY LIMIT IT TO THAT?
WE’'RE ALL DIFFERENT INDIVIDUALS, AND WE
EXPERIENCE THE WORLD AROUND US IN DIFFERENT
WAYS, SO IT MAKES SENSE THAT OUR RELIGIOUS

EXPERTENCES WOULD ALSO BE VARIED,




GOD CAUGHT EVERYONE BY SURPRISE THAT FIRST
CHRISTMAS, AND THIS ASPECT OF GOD'S DEALING
WITH US IS JUST AS IMPORTANT AS UNDERSTANDING

THAT GOD IS ALWAYS THE INITIATOR OF RELIGIOQUS
EXPERIENCE.

IT COMES DOWN TO THIS: YOU CANNOT MANUFACTURE
EXPERIENCES WITH GOD, NOR CAN YOU ANTICIPATE
THEM SPECIFICALLY. BUT THERE ARE SOME THINGS
YOU CAN DO, YOU CAN MAKE YOURSELF READY.

YOU CAN BE OPEN AND PREPARED. YOU CAN MAKE
ROOM IN YOUR LIFE,

THUS, YOU SEE, WE HUMAN BEINGS DO HAVE A
ROLE IN ALL THIS INTERACTION. WE ARE TO

BE EXPECTANT, BUT NOT DEMANDING., [T DOES
NOT HELP TO SAY, "I WANT A DAMAScUS ROAD
EXPERIENGE NOW JUST LIKE ST. PAUL HAD. AND
UNLESS I SEE VISIONS, HEAR VOICES, OR FEEL
OVERWHELMING EMOTIONS, I DO NOT THINK GOD
IS HAVING ANYTHING TO DO WITH ME.”

TOO OFTEN WE DECIDE AHEAD OF TIME WHAT AN
EXPERIENCE WITH GOD WILL BE LIKE OR SHOULD
BE LIKE, AND THEN WE GO LOOKING FOR THAT,
RATHER THAN AT WHAT IS ACTUALLY GOING ON
WITHIN AND ABOUT US. [ REALLY BELIEVE THAT
THE TWO BIGGEST OBSTACLES TO AUTHENTIC
RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE ARE OUR THINKING WE
CAN INSTIGATE THEM ON DEMAND AND THAT THEY

WILL CORRESPOND TO PATTERNS WE HAVE CONCEIVED
AHEAD OF TIME,




IT'S LIKE A YOUNG MAN I ONCE KNEW WHO HAD

IN HIS MIND A CERTAIN TYPE OF WOMAN WHO WOULD
ONE DAY BECOME HIS WIFE, HE HAD NEVER MET
SUCH A WOMAN, AND HE NEVER DID, BECAUSE HE

WAS NEVER ABLE TO ALTER HIS PICTURE OF HIS
IDEAL TYPE. HE'LL NEVER KNOW HOW MANY
WONDERFUL PEOPLE HE MISSED ALONG THE WAY.

RECENTLY I READ ABOUT A CLOWN WHOSE ROUTINE
ON STAGE BEGAN WITH A CIRCLE OF LIGHT IN

THE CENTER OF THE EMPTY STAGE., THE CLOWN
ENTERED AND BEGAN LOOKING AROUND INTENSELY,
AFTER A WHILE HE WAS JOINED BY A POLICEMAN,

WHO ASKED, “HAVE YOU LOST SOMETHING?"” THE
CLOWN ANSWERED, “YES, THE KEY TO MY HOUSE,"

AND THE POLICEMAN BEGAN TO SEARCH WITH HIM,
AFTER SEVERAL MINUTES THE POLICEMAN SAID,

“ARE YOU SURE YOU LOST IT HERE?" ToO WHICH

THE CLOWN REPLIED, “NO, I LOST IT OVER THERE,"

POINTING TO A DARK PART OF THE STAGE. "THEN
WHY ON EARTH ARE YOU LOOKING HERE?"” ASKED
THE POLICEMAN, “BECAUSE THERE IS NO LIGHT

OVER THERE," ANSWERED THE CLOWN.,

THERE'S A TRUTH IN THIS KIND OF HUMOR. To00
OFTEN WE LIMIT OUR SEARCH FOR SOMETHING TO

A PLACE WHERE IT DOES NOT EXIST, AND THIS

CAN BE TRUE OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCES., IF

WE TRY TO MANUFACTURE RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCES

OR ONLY ACCEPT THEM IF THEY FIT OUR PRECONCEIVED
PATTERNS, THEN WE'RE PROBABLY GOING TO BE

DISAPPOINTED,
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SOME INDIVIDUALS FIND THAT THEIR RELATIONSHIP
TO GOD DEVELOPS VERY SLOWLY AND GRADUALLY,
THERE IS FOR THEM NO ONE MOMENT THAT CAN

BE IDENTIFIED AS THAT EXACT TIME WHEN THEY
HAD A DEEPLY SPIRITUAL EXPERIENCE., IN THIS
CASE IT'S LIKE TRYING TO REMEMBER THE EXACT
MOMENT OR TIME WHEN YOU WERE FULLY AWARE

THAT YOUR MOTHER WAS INDEED YOUR MOTHER,

SO THIS MORNING LET THE EXPERIENCE OF CHRISTMAS
HELP YOU IN YOUR HUNGER FOR A CLOSER AND

MORE PERSONAL RELATIONSHIP WITH GoD., BE

OPEN TO THE FACT THAT (GOD WILL OFTEN SURPRISE

YOU AND WILL COME INTO YOUR LIFE IN A MOST
UNEXPECTED WAY AND AN UNEXPECTED TIME. AND

IT IS GOD WHO TAKES THE INITIATIVE. THIS
WILL TAKE A SPIRIT OF TRUST ON YOUR PART,
ALSO PATIENCE AND OPENNESS. KEEP YOUR HOPE
ALIVE, DO NOT LET YOUR FEARS DOMINATE,

ONE MORE POINT THAT INTRIGUES ME AS WE

PREPARE TO CELEBRATE CHRISTMAS: JUST AS

WE SOMETIMES LIMIT OUR IDEA OF WHAT A PERSONAL
RELATIONSHIP TO GOD MIGHT BE LIKE, AND THUS
MISS IT ALTOGETHER, SOMETIMES WE ALSO LIMIT

OUR IDEA AS TO WHAT MAKES CHRISTMAS TRULY
CHRISTMAS. SOME PEOPLE SAY, FOR EXAMPLE,

THAT 1T DOESN'T SEEM LIKE CHRISTMAS UNLESS
THERE'S SNOW., OTHERS SAY IT'S NOT CHRISTMAS
WITHOUT A TREE OR WITHOUT GIFTS. PEOPLE

TALK ABOUT HAVING AN “OLD-FASHIONED” CHRISTMAS,
ALTHOUGH [’M NOT SURE EXACTLY WHAT THAT IS,




MANY CHRISTMAS CARDS CONTAIN PICTURES OR
DRAWINGS OF A SO-CALLED “OLD-FASHIONED"”
CHRISTMAS WITH A HORSE-DRAWN SLEIGH, CANDLES
IN THE WINDOWS, SOMETHING PERHAPS OUT OF

THE 13TH CENTURY. BUT WHY NOT THE FOURTH
CENTURY TO MAKE IT TRULY OLD-FASHIONED? Do
YOU THINK THAT CHRISTMAS CARD PICTURES 200
YEARS FROM NOW WILL HAVE PICTURES ON THEM
WITH PEOPLE IN Z20TH CENTURY CLOTHING, WITH
PEOPLE IN THEIR ANTIQUE CHEVROLET MALIBUS

OR HONDA ACCORDS OR FORD TEMPOS, IN FRONT

OF THEIR SPLIT-LEVEL SUBURBAN HOMES WITH
AN OLD-FASHIONED ELECTRIC LIGHTED TREE IN

THE WINDOW, AND PERHAPS A QUAINT OLD SNOWMOBILE
PARKED SOMEWHERE IN THE BACKGROUND?

CHRISTMAS IS MUCH MORE THAN ALL THE CULTURAL
AND NOSTALGIC ADDITIONS WE HAVE CONNECTED
WITH IT. THE COMING OF CHRISTMAS DOES NOT
DEPEND ON US., WE CANNOT MANUFACTURE THE
“CHRISTMAS SPIRIT.” IT IS A GIFT FROM GOD,
AND WE ONLY NEED TO BE OPEN TO IT. DO NOT
MAKE CHRISTMAS CONDITIONAL ON WHETHER OR

NOT THERE IS SNOW OR GIFTS OR A TREE OR
ANYTHING ELSE. IN THE SAME WAY, DO NOT MAKE
AN EXPERIENCE OF GOD CONDITIONAL. YOU CANNOT
MAKE GOD HAPPEN. NOR CAN YOU KNOW EXACTLY
HOW AND WHEN YOU WILL EXPERIENCE (OD,

“THE HOPES AND FEARS OF ALL THE YEARS" DID
COME TOGETHER IN BETHLEHEM, AND IT IS AN

EVENT OF GOOD NEWS. CHRISTMAS THEN AND NOW
SAYS GOD NOT ONLY DOES EXIST AND CAN BE
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KNOWN, GOD WANTS TO BE IN A RELATIONSHIP
WITH US, AND GOD TAKES THE INITIATIVE. ALL
WE NEED TO DO IS TO MAKE ROOM, BE OPEN AND

READY TO RECEIVE GOD., AND REMEMBER, (GOD
COMES TO US IN UNEXPECTED AND SURPRISING
WAYS., YOU MIGHT EXPERIENCE GOD IN A
RELATIONSHIP WITH OTHER PEOPLE. YOU MIGHT
MEET GOD WHEN YOU ARE BEING OF HELP TO
SOMEONE. JESUS SAID, “AS YOU HAVE DONE IT
UNTO ONE OF THE LEAST OF THESE, YOU HAVE

DONE IT UNTO ME."” YOU MIGHT MEET GOD IN

A PERIOD OF SILENT PRAYER -=- BUT YOU HAVE

TO MAKE ROOM, SOME PEOPLE MEET GOD AND NEVER

KNOW IT. ANYPLACE AND ANYONE CAN BECOME
BETHLEHEM AND THE MANGER AND RECEIVE (OD,

AMEN ,




