Sermon 12-3-06

1st Sunday of Advent

Luke 21:25-36

1 Thessalonians 3:9-13

Dear friends in Christ, grace and peace. Amen

Be on guard so that your hearts are not weighed down with dissipation and drunkenness and the worries of this life.

Be alert at all times, praying that you may have the strength to escape all these things that will take place, and to stand before the Son of Man.
Stand up and raise your heads, because your redemption is drawing near.

These are what I call Advent imperatives – instructions for the Christian community. In the midst of uncertain and frightening times, we are told to be alert, on guard and to stand tall.

What I hear and feel in this text on the first Sunday of Advent is a sense of urgency for the church – not panic mind you but urgency.

People of faith don’t panic – the church doesn’t panic as we trust in God’s plan and purpose – but a sense of urgency is a good thing.
Let me tell you about Chester Freeburg. When I began my ministry at Augustana, Chester was one of our home bound members and he lived in Columbia Heights.

Once a month, Pastor Langness or I would bring Chester communion, he was in an apartment, in an assisted living facility.

I loved to visit Chester; he was a kind and gentle man. He had a wonderful piety, a warm, genuine, personal faith in Jesus Christ that comes with the years. Jesus was as real to Chester as the person sitting next to you. And even in Chester’s old age, there was for him a sense of urgency when it came to faith in Jesus.
Once, when I was visiting Chester, he told me the story of how Augustana purchased this piece of property. He was one of the lay leaders of the congregation that made it happen. He said there were others as well – and he said to me that it wasn’t without some controversy. 
But he also said it was a very smart thing to do – somehow, Chester and that group could envision what this location would become. He was very proud of his part as a leader in that decision.

Not prideful or puffed up about it but filled with a pride that spoke about his love for his church. He was thankful that he could be part of that decision.
Chester shared with me that someone also said about this move, “Why would we want to move way out there. There is nothing out there?”

50 years later, we can say with confidence – it was a good move. Check out the picture on the front of your bulletin and notice the text – Dedicated site of our new church, with plenty of room for building, off street parking, outdoor recreation facilities and future expansion, so that we can be a ‘growing church in a growing community.’ 
That was 50 years ago and look what has happened.

50 years later we are at a similar cross road – while we are not relocating, we are looking at what they talked about 50 years ago – future expansion.

I would also change the last sentence to this – so that we can be a growing church in a changing community.

Some how and some way, a vision for growth and looking to the future got into the DNA of this congregation. There is at Augustana an openness to the leading of the Holy Spirit and a commitment to look beyond ourselves with the good news of Jesus Christ that has resulted in 2 major additions to this building – one in 1982 and the other in 1990.

It is that same vision for growth - with our eyes looking to the future that brings us to this point in time in the life of Augustana as we make decisions about how the building can be used in ministry and mission.

What does that vision look like?

First of all and last of all, it is rooted and grounded in the gospel of Jesus Christ. The words of the apostle Paul come to mind for me, from Romans chapter 1;

For I am not ashamed of the gospel; it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who has faith, to the Jew first and also to the Greek.

We will not change or compromise on this. We will not substitute social or moral issues for this – we will not be ashamed of this central proclamation that Jesus Christ has the power to transform lives.
Oswald Chambers says there is only one relationship that matters and that is your personal relationship to a personal Redeemer and Lord. Let everything else go, but maintain that at all costs and God will fulfill His purpose through your life
Notice also what the apostle Paul says - Jews and Greeks – he means insiders and outsiders – the gift is for all people regardless of race, gender or sexual orientation.

This is what it looks like to me here at Augustana.
1 – That people either have or come to have a vibrant and growing personal relationship with Jesus Christ. 
2 – That our worship life as a community inspires – challenges – and comforts all who enter the sanctuary – a place where we experience the Holy Spirit and the power of God.

3 – That this is a place where children, young people and adults will learn and grow in their relationship with Jesus Christ.

4 – That the body of Christ called Augustana continue to be a ridiculously generous place in the giving away of time, talent and money. This congregation is a nationally recognized leader in the area of Christian stewardship and we will continue to be.

5 – That we continue to grow our global partnerships and our understanding of what it means to be part of a global church.

I believe if we continue to attend to these things; prayerfully, diligently and with a commitment to offer to God our very best, we will grow as a faith community. This is the sense of urgency I felt as I listened to Chester Freeburg – an urgency for the church to be on guard, alert and standing tall with this message of Jesus.
And that is why I believe this expansion/remodeling is absolutely the right thing to do at the right time in the life of this congregation.

The lack of space hinders our staff – it affects our ability to grow our mission –and if we don’t act – if we don’t deal with the issues around the building and the parking lot, then we will plateau as a congregation and slowly decline.

I don’t believe we need to change who we are but because of who we are and our commitment to reach out - who we reach out to and who we welcome in can be different and should be different as our community and world continues to change.

It is both a very exciting time and a little scary as we consider the scope of this project. There is a sense of urgency; but it is what I would call a joyful urgency – a joy beyond words – a joy that dispels fear. A joy that emboldens hope. A joy that comes from Jesus, our hope and expectation.
Let me close with this little nugget from Jesus – a promise to those of us who struggle from time to time with doubt and fear and uncertainty. 
Remember this promise. It is relevant to this conversation and what we are all about.

For truly I tell you, if you have faith the size of a mustard seed,  you will say to this mountain, ‘Move from here to there,’ and it will move; and nothing will be impossible for you.”
On guard, alert and standing tall – the church of Jesus Christ in the world today. Thanks be to God for that calling. Amen

