The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Advent 1C
Luke 21:34,35a.

A New Beginning

What makes a good trap? For a trap to work well, it shouldn’t look like a trap: it should appear harmless, even attractive. Think of a mouse trap: the mouse sees the cheese in the trap and smells the joy of success. Think of the trap of drug addiction: a few pills or puffs of smoke can hold the promise of exciting experiences.

Then there are the things that are good in themselves, but can become traps when they dominate our lives. Work can become a trap that shuts children off from their parents. Sport, computers, housework, fast cars, sex…you name it! We can become slaves to any one of these things and in the process destroy relationships with the people God puts us next to in our families and friends. There is a real danger one might lose one’s best and closest friend.

Think of this friend called Jesus who has come to be close to you because he knows you need him. He rescues people from traps like selfishness, greed, evil spirits and even death. Jesus is no stranger out to trap us into some evil plan that will destroy us.  He is the one who comes to us via a humble manger! He was formed out of a mother’s flesh and blood, just the way we came into this world too. He is not out to get what he can for himself. He is always reaching out to help people with special needs. Where there is a person trapped in selfishness and sin, there you will find Jesus ministering like a healing doctor. Jesus reads people’s hearts and minds. He knows exactly what they are like deep down inside. He sees how they are trapped by sin. Instead of writing them off and damning them to be destroyed, Jesus brings forgiveness and a new life.

Jesus brings a new beginning for people trapped in evil. Jesus comes to the rescue even if it costs him his own life. Jesus is the one who spent only 33 years on this earth, because his true home is with the Father, and not here. He knows this earth is not our final home and resting place either! He is the one who destroyed the trap we call death and provides a way for us to escape to safety, to the eternal home God has prepared for us. Nothing can stop us. Not sin, or evil, or death or any other trap.

Where can we find Jesus? We could say in the Bible, in the bread and wine of Holy Communion, and in the special rite of Baptism. Yes, he’s in all of those places but there are other places too that we see every day without always realising he’s there.
There was once a small monastery outside a village in a remote location. It was once a happy place and the local people liked to call in and visit. Then it went into decline. The monks didn’t get along with each other and there was a lot of strife. After a time, no one from the local farms and villages cared to call in any more. This monastery seemed to have no future.

One day one of the monks was in town, sharing a beer in the pub with a wise old prophet. The prophet said, “It will all turn out for the best in time because you know that Jesus lives in the monastery!”

This puzzled the monk. On the way home he tried to work out which monk it could be who was Jesus. In the next weeks he watched the other monks closely to see if he could pick which one of the brothers was Jesus. At times he had suspicions which one it might be, but then he could never be sure. He wanted to give Jesus special treatment. He pondered this at night when the others were asleep. Eventually he decided it would be the safest course to follow if he treated each one of the brothers as though they were Jesus. 

So he did.

He was very patient with the one who used to get under his skin, and would pick on him using very cruel words, even in front of the other monks. He started to say nice things about the other brothers when they weren’t there! He offered to help those who had menial jobs like washing the dishes and cleaning out the toilets.

Soon his attitude had changed completely. Others noticed it and the effect it was having on their lives. One by one, they sidled up to him and asked, ‘What has brought about this marvellous change?’ And one by one he told them that Jesus was living among them. And one by one they started to treat each other as though each one was Jesus. A great change came over the place. They were still the same people, with the same natures and quirks and habits. They became a caring, happy community, where it was great to be. And the local people noticed the difference and started to call in again and spend time there.

Where can we find Jesus? We see him in one another: in the members of our congregation and everyone in the family of believers. The Holy Spirit works in the Word and through the sacraments of Baptism and Holy Communion to bring Jesus to each one of us. We live in the faith that Jesus lives among us.

Think what a difference Jesus makes when we look at one another and treat each other as somewhere Jesus has chosen to live. Where there is a sinner among us, there we find Jesus. He knows each one of us needs him.

And may the peace of God, which surpasses all human understanding, guard our hearts and minds as we wait and watch for our coming Lord Christ Jesus. Amen.
