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“INTO THE MESS OF IT ALL”
Jeremiah 23:5-6

The days are coming, declares the Lord, when I will raise up to David a righteous Branch, a King who will reign wisely and do what just and right in the land.  In his days Judah will be saved and Israel will live in safety. And this is the name by which he will be called: “The Lord our righteousness.”  (NIV)
Matthew 1:18-23

Mary, the one God had chosen to be the mother of the Messiah, was found to be with child.  Joseph, her betrothed, being a good and just man, decided that he would divorce her quietly.  But after he considered this, the angel Gabriel appeared to him in a dream and said, ‘Joseph, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife.  The child conceived in her is from God.  She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus.’  All this took place to fulfil the truth long proclaimed by the prophet Isaiah:  ‘The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel – which means, ‘God with us.’  (A Contemporary Translation)

You may or may not know the name Peggy Noonan.  Peggy Noonan was Ronald Reagan’s principal speech writer during this time in the White House.  She is now a columnist for The Wall Street Journal, as well as an author.  Some time ago she wrote an editorial in which she talked about what a mess our country is in and what a mess our world is in: 

“I think that a lot of people are carrying around in their heads, unarticulated and even in some cases unnoticed, a sense that the wheels are coming off the trolley and the trolley is off the tracks…that in some deep and fundamental way, things have broken down and can't be fixed, or won't be fixed any time soon. 
I’m not talking about...‘the political scandals.’ I mean...the whole ball of wax. Everything! Cloning, nuts with nukes, epidemics; the growing knowledge that there's no such thing as homeland security; …that we're leaving our kids with a bill no one can pay. A sense of unreality in our courts that is so deep that they think they can seize grandma's house to build a strip mall…. The fear of parents that their children will wind up disturbed, and their souls actually imperiled, by the popular culture…. Senators who seem owned by someone, by an interest group or a financial entity. Great churches that have lost all sense of mission….”
My guess is that the average person in our society resonates with much of what Mrs. Noonan is saying.  I would venture to say that countless persons in American and in our Western culture feel indeed that “the wheels are coming off the trolley and the trolley is off the tracks…that in some deep and fundamental way, things have broken down and can’t be fixed, or won’t be fixed any time soon.”  In other words, I don’t think it’s stretching the truth to say that many a folk in our day and time would say that the world is indeed one big mess.
Well, if you had been living at the time Jesus came into human history, at the turn of the first century, you would have thought that world back then was a mess also; especially if you were a Jew.  Roman occupation.  Oppressive taxation.  Religious division.  Political scheming.  Economic inequity.  That’s what the world was like back then.  For 600 years the Hebrew people had longed for God’s answer to their troubles and the troubles of this world.  As noted in our Jeremiah passage, they longed for one, the anointed one, the Messiah, who would come and make things right in this world and, in particular, would restore the fortunes of Israel. 

Well, the anointed one did come.  The Messiah did come.  Jesus Christ came into human history.  And the three of his thirty-three years that he taught and preached, he shared with us truths that a world in a mess needs to hear.  They needed to hear these truths back then and we need to hear them now.  On this first Sunday in the Advent season, then, I want to share with you THREE TRUTHS JESUS BROUGHT INTO THE WORLD THAT THE WORLD IN A MESS NEEDS TO HEAR!
I.  GOD LOVES THIS WORLD
Yes, this world is in a mess in many ways.  Yes, we’ve made a mess of this world in many ways.  But this still is God’s world.  We still are God’s children.  Jesus came as the embodiment of God’s love to reach out to us the hand of reconciliation and restoration.  At the heart of Jesus’ message is the proclamation that God wants to forgive us our sins and help us on the road to spiritual and moral recovery.

I don’t know if you’ve been reading about the protestors from a conservative church in Topeka Kansas, Westboro Baptist Church, who gather at military funerals.  As I tell this factual story, I want to do so with as little condemnation of this group as possible.  They appear at the cemeteries, these military funerals, and stand there with placards.  Some of the placards read: 

God is Your Enemy

Thank God for Dead Soldiers

God Blew Up the Troops

I couldn’t believe what I was reading and seeing, so I went on their website and discovered that they have other types of protests as well.  You can secure from them signs for protests that read:

God Hates Fags

God Hates America

You’re Going to Hell

Thank God for AIDS

Now, of course, this particular church doesn’t represent the beliefs of most Christians or most Christian churches.  But we’d be naïve not to believe there are many Christians who believe these things.

Listen to me.  There’s no question God is not happy with us at times.  There’s no question God wants us and this world to change for the better.  There’s no question God does hold us accountable for that part of our lives and our actions for which we do not repent.  But the gospel of Jesus Christ claims loudly and clearly that..

GOD LOVES US

GOD WANTS US TO FEEL AND KNOW HIS LOVE

GOD WANTS TO FORGIVE US AND RESTORE US
GOD HAS NOT GIVEN UP ON THIS WORLD
I love the way Christina Rosetti put it in her classic poetic piece, Love Came Down at Christmas:

Love came down at Christmas,

Love all lovely, Love divine;

Love was born at Christmas; 

Star and angels gave the sign.

II. THERE IS A WAY TO LIVE THAT MAKES A DIFFERENCE
At the heart of the Advent-Christmas season is the truth that in Jesus we have the answers we need

in our lives and in this world.  In him we have the teachings, the example, the person by which we can make this world a better place.


I read another remarkable story recently.  It’s about a Scottish historian named Niall Ferguson.  I read it in a magazine titled, The Christian Century.  Niall Ferguson was raised by atheist parents.  His parents taught him that  religion was a source of conflict, not enlightenement.  So, to this day, because of his upbringing Niall Ferguson is an atheist.  But get this – he sends his children to a Christian Sunday School.  That’s right – this atheist sends his children to Sunday School regularly.  You know why?  He wants them to learn about Jesus, about the person and teaching of Jesus.  He believes that living like Jesus lived and taught would make this world a better place.  Here’s what he says:
“I think it is better that people be educated as Christians than as not.  If I had to choose an 

ethical system to make generally available, I would choose the teachings of Christ.  

There’s no superior atheistic alternative if you want to make society behave well!”

Isn’t that astounding?  An atheist who sends his children to Sunday School because of the lifestyle, the teachings, the ethic of Jesus and who readily admits that the atheistic world has no alternative to offer the ethic of Jesus.


Well, that the ethic of Jesus is the way of life which can change this world for the better is nothing new to you and me.  We know that this one who came into human history is God’s answer for the mess of this world.  Here’s my list of why…

In Christ, we find the values that make families and communities healthier and happier;

In Christ we find a lifestyle that reflects character and integrity and credibility, which our world desperately needs;

In Christ we find a way of treating others which builds bridges and tears down walls;

In Christ we find a moral courage which encourages each of us to stand strong for what is good and just and right;

In Christ we fine a humility which inspires us to be persons of humility as well;

In Christ we find a perseverance amidst adversity which encourages us amidst our own difficult experiences and troubling times.

Yes, the way of Jesus, the truths of Jesus, the life of Jesus are the answer to our messed up world!

III. WE ARE ALL CHILDREN OF GOD
The Jewish-Roman world at the turn of the first century, at the time Jesus was born, was a divided world.  There were recognized divisions among male and female, Jew and Gentile, the properly religious and those deemed not properly religious, the so-called morally upright and the morally stained, those with pedigree and those without pedigree, the haves and the have-nots.  Jesus came into human history to tell us that these artificial, man-made divisions were not acceptable.  Jesus came to say that every person is a child of God.

I want you to use your imagination this morning.  We’re going to shadow Jesus.  We’re going
to walk with him as the walks the dusty streets and roads of Palestine and of Jerusalem.  Look what we see happening when we shadow Jesus:
· Here’s a woman caught in adultery; Jesus offers her the possibility of forgiveness; she’s still a child of God;

· Here’s a man suffering the indignity of leprosy; Jesus touches him; he’s still a child of God;

· Here’s a tax collector, disdained by Jew and Roman alike; Jesus sees in him the potential of a child of God and calls him to be one of the twelve;

· Here’s a cadre of sinners, written off by the religious establishment; Jesus eats with them; they’re all children of God.

· Here’s a woman who’s been married five times and is living with a man who’s not her husband; Jesus asks her for a cup of water and speaks to her of living water; she’s still a child of God.

Whatever his or her circumstances, whatever his or her behavior, whatever his or her background, whatever his or her situation in life every person he met felt from him a heartfelt caring which one can only describe as the caring of God.

You see, Jesus believed that every person was indeed a child of God.  There is a wonderful poetic piece attributed to Robert Schuller which sums up this great truth:
I may be young; 
I may be old, 
But I am somebody, 
For I am God's Child.
I may be educated; 
I may be unlettered, 
But I am somebody, 
For I am God's Child.
I may be black; 
I may be white, 
But I am somebody, 
For I am God's Child.
I may be rich; 
I may be poor, 
But I am somebody, 
For I am God's Child.
I may be fat; 
I may be thin, 
But I am somebody, 
For I am God's Child.
I may be married; 
I may be divorced, 
But I am somebody, 
For I am God's Child.
I may be successful; 
I may be a failure, 
But I am somebody, 
For I am God's Child.
I may be a sinner;
I may be a saint, 
But I am somebody, 
I am God's Child!
CLOSING


On this first Sunday in Advent we recognize the one who came into human history as God’s anointed.  He came into a messy world then and he speaks to our messy world now.  Jesus the Christ brought then and brings to us now three great truths; truths can make a profound difference in a world which is in a mess.
I. GOD LOVES THIS WORLD

In spite of the sin of our world, in spite of the mess we have created in this world, God still loves His world.  His desire is to restore and reconcile His world; not condemn it.

II. THERE IS A WAY OF LIVING WHICH MAKES A DIFFERENCE

The teachings and the life of Jesus are what our world needs.  His way, his teachings, his example can make this world a much better place.

III. WE ARE ALL CHILDREN OF GOD

In the midst of a divided world, Jesus’ words and Jesus’ actions designating all persons as children of God is what is needed.
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