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Recognizing God’s Work Among Us: Justice and Joy

How do you recognize God’s work within you? And, a related question, how do you recognize God’s work around you?

I was thinking about the sermon for this morning and letting this idea of ‘recognizing God’s work among us’ roll around in my mind as I went about my activities earlier in the week and I happened to pick up and read the editorial in the most recent issue of Presbyterians Today. Our youth mission travelers from here at Trinity met the editor of Presbyterians Today, Eva Stimson, when they traveled to Louisville this last summer and visited the Presbyterian Center there. Stimson begins her December editorial with this thought: “Who could have expected that God’s plan of salvation would hinge upon a young woman without wealth or connections, in the obscure town of Nazareth? The wind of God’s Spirit blows through the universe in ways that we can’t predict and often fail to recognize.”[footnoteRef:-1]  [-1:  Stimson, Eva, “Are we ready?”, Presbyterians Today, December 2011, pg. 2.] 


We have arrived at the third Sunday of Advent. Already! As I mentioned earlier, this year we are following a theme during our Advent weeks of waiting and preparing for the coming of Christ into our world that moves us through these weeks with a focus on journeying from longing to receiving. Week one we talked about longing for God’s saving help and how critical it is for us to articulate our longings to God. Last week we moved from longing for to anticipating God’s presence among us. We talked about how active anticipation is, in a very real way, a statement of faith. It is hope expressed with our hands, our feet, our hearts and minds as we live out our belief that God’s word does indeed stand forever, that God has come and is coming into the world. Today we move from anticipating God’s presence to recognizing it when it is before us. 

That brings us back to the questions I asked a moment ago: How do we recognize God’s work within us? And, how do we recognize God’s work around us, among us? 

Our suggested texts for this third Sunday of Advent seem to give us two clear responses from which to begin. Justice and joy. 

This week we once again hear the words of the prophet, Isaiah. The passages from Isaiah we have been reading these Advent weeks, as we wait for the coming Savior in the midst of all the difficult, painful places, in our world and our lives, spoke originally to the Hebrew people who were going through there own time of hoping and praying and waiting for God to break into their world. All of the Isaiah passages, from the first Sunday, ‘O that you would tear open the heavens and come down,’ to last week, ‘in the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord’ and today’s, ‘for I the Lord love justice,’ are thought to have been written around the time of the end of the people’s exile in Babylon as they were looking to return finally to the land that had been their home. 

With this morning’s reading the longing and anticipation have passed. The words of Isaiah 61 were probably first preached, sung, written down as the people are beginning to settle back to their land. The theme continues to be one of restoration and hope for a new future. But now the work is at hand. As the writer of our Wednesday evening curriculum, Dr. Tull, so eloquently put it last week’s lesson, the people are beginning the hard work of creating their new Jerusalem, “one back breaking building stone, one strenuously plowed row, one governmental debate, one painful childbirth at a time.” [footnoteRef:0] [0:  Tull, Patricia, From Longing to Receiving: An Advent Study, 2, pg. 4.
] 


And into this time of slow, strenuous work of restoration the prophet speaks words to remind the people of who and whose they are. They are a people of justice because theirs is a God of justice. Then and now. 

The opening words of this chapter should ring particularly familiar to our Christian ears. According to Luke’s gospel, when Jesus at the beginning of his ministry goes to his home town of Nazareth and is invited to preach in the synagogue it is from this passage that he reads: 

1  The spirit of the Lord GOD is upon me,
      	because the LORD has anointed me;
     	 he has sent me to bring good news to the oppressed,
     	 to bind up the brokenhearted,
     	 to proclaim liberty to the captives,
     	 and release to the prisoners;
2   to proclaim the year of the LORD’S favor,

According to Luke, this is who Jesus knows himself to be! This is the Messiah! We, and the people of Nazareth could have guessed it if we recalled his birth. Remember the young mother without wealth or connections? This Messiah is not about material wealth or power in the traditional sense. Rather, this Messiah is about care and justice for all people. In Isaiah’s time these words were a reminder to the people not to forget that first and foremost they are a people of justice, just as their God is a God of justice. The man, Jesus’ whole life and ministry bears the same message. The messiah, God with us, Emmanuel lived justice and peace in every dimension of his ministry. God is here when there is justice for all people, particularly those for whom justice does not come easily. It is in acts of justice that we recognize God at work among us. 

It seemed very fitting to me this week when I realized that our ‘recognizing God’s work among us’ Sunday in our Advent journeying this year would fall on the Sunday we most commonly call the ‘joy’ Sunday. The third Sunday of Advent is the day we light the pink candle and we celebrate the joy that comes through our relationship with God. This is not a light or fleeting joy. This is a deep and complex joy. A joy born out of our relationship with God that is eternal. One that, as we hear from Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonian Christians, requires an active, engaged relationship with God and with the world around us. 

Many believe First Thessalonians is the earliest Christian writing we have, written by Paul at the beginning his ministry, not long after Jesus death and resurrection.[footnoteRef:1] Paul here is addressing a concern that the Thessalonians were already beginning to feel, and that has continued to challenge the church ever since: how do we, followers of Christ, live in hope in the in between time; in the time between Jesus’ first coming and the promised-but-not-yet-here second coming of Christ, when God’s restoration and reconciliation will be complete.  [1:  David Bartlett, Preaching the Revised Common Lectionary: Feasting on the Word, Year B, Vol. 1, pg. 63.] 


Paul answers their concerns with these instructions,  “Rejoice always, pray with out ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances; do not quench the Spirit. Do not despise the words of prophets, test everything; hold fast to what is good; abstain from every form of evil.”  That is a long list to live by and still hold to that first imperative, ‘rejoice always’, isn’t it?! Yet this is who we are as Christians. Not cheap, easy joy, but joy born out of faith, joy born out of trust in God, joy that bears the not yet but already reality of God we know in Jesus Christ.

It is in life lived in this way that we recognize God among us and with in us. We don’t always do it well. We certainly cannot do it alone. We need one another to carry the light of joy when we can not, to pray when we can not, to open the door to the Spirit when our tendency may be to quench.  

We recognize God, we see God at work with in us and among us when experience that joy, when we share it.

Here we are at the third Sunday of Advent. Two weeks from Christmas. Amid the hustle and bustle of the season, the emotion laden memories, the expectations and hopes, where do you recognize God at work in your midst? 

As we wait again for Christ’s coming may we look for the justice and the joy in our days. May we live the justice and the joy the best we can. And may we recognize God’s transforming, life giving work among us today.   
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