Now And Not Yet

24 February 2010 (Lenten mid-week service)

Isaiah 25:6-9 and Luke 17:20-21
It’s three words that we pray every week in worship.  In the context of the Lord’s prayer, we say these words with earnest, as instructed by our savior, with great reverence.  They’re also words we can tend to breeze past without thinking much about them.  But when we take them outside of the context of the prayer, just standing on their own, they are words that can sound mysterious, hopeful, confusing, or even frightening.  The words are: thy kingdom come.
On the surface, it sounds like something we should be saying.  Most people have an association with God’s kingdom being heaven, a place most of us might like to go when we die.  So, at first glance, it feels like we’re saying: hey God, when it’s time for me to go, I’d like to go to your kingdom.  I hope your kingdom comes, but especially, I hope your kingdom comes to me.  And certainly, that is one way to read this passage – after all, we do hope to rejoin our savior in heaven some day.

But it’s not that easy.  Jesus words from Luke in today’s reading make things a little more complicated.  Jesus says, “The kingdom of God is not coming with things that can be observed; nor will they say, "Look, here it is!' or "There it is!' For, in fact, the kingdom of God is among you.”  What might it mean for the kingdom of God to be among us?  Is Jesus trying to tell us that we live in heaven here on earth?

You don’t have to look very far to know that that is not the case.  The news shows us murders, explosions, disasters, suffering, and pain.  Our own homes experience job loss, death, illness, fighting, and endless compromise.  Around the world, wars and droughts and famines and hurt are everywhere.  Could this possibly be the kingdom of God?  
Could here and now possibly be that time and place written about in Isaiah, “On this mountain the Lord of hosts will make for all peoples a feast of rich food, a feast of well-aged wines, of rich food filled with marrow, of well-aged wines strained clear. And he will destroy on this mountain the shroud that is cast over all peoples, the sheet that is spread over all nations; he will swallow up death forever.”  When people go hungry, nations are covered in pain, and death very much is not gone forever, how could this be the kingdom of God?
But then again – have you perhaps not seen a taste of the kingdom of God, here and now?  Have you not felt a moment when heaven did indeed come to earth?  When you, very earnestly, felt the presence of the Holy Spirit?  Maybe it was at the birth of your child.  Maybe it was the time you built a house for Habitat and realized the enormity of your gift.  Or maybe when you were with someone dying, and could experience that journey by their side.  Perhaps it was here in this sanctuary, when you sang a hymn or heard a song or listened to a sermon, and you realized that God was speaking.
There are times and place in our lives – sometimes very ordinary, sometimes very dramatic – when our breath is taken away by a palpable sense that God is at work a new, life-changing way.  It is at those times that we suddenly realize – the kingdom of God is here, and it is very much at work.
This tension that we feel between the impossibility of God’s work in the face of suffering, and the inevitability of God’s work in the face of miracles, is the life that we know as we live between Christ’s first and second coming.  It’s another example of that great ability in Lutheran theology to hold two things in tension – we could say that we live in the now and not yet in time.  On the one hand, the kingdom has come, ushered in with Christ’s life, death, and resurrection.  On the other hand, the kingdom will not come until Christ comes again in glory.

And so we who live in the now and not yet pray that God’s kingdom will indeed come.  We pray that it will come for us at the end of our lives – but perhaps more than that, we pray that God’s kingdom will break into our daily lives.  In the Lord’s prayer, we ask that God will be at work in this world, in our actions and relationships, making this sometimes troubled life into something remarkable.  We pray that in spite of danger, trials, and hate, that in this world, here and now, God’s kingdom will come – both now, and in the time to come.
Praying that God’s kingdom will come can sound like grace – trust that, no matter what, God’s kingdom will come to overwhelm the evil in the world and bring about great change.  But praying for God’s kingdom to come can also sound like a frightening thing.  There is judgment in it.  After all, when God’s kingdom comes, the tables get turned.  The first become last.  The poor become rich.  The meek will inherit the earth.  Things that we might rather wouldn’t happen actually do happen.  In the coming of God’s kingdom, God is proven to be in charge – not you.  That is a troubling thought.  After all, if we only had to think of God’s kingdom towards the end of our lives, we could continue blithely assuming that God’s kingdom didn’t have anything to do with us – which is, of course, not the case.
And so while there is promise in praying that God’s kingdom will come, there is caution in it as well.  We are called to remember that the kingdom of God is at work in this world all around us, and we are called and challenged to be a part of it.  We are asked to put our ambitions aside and look instead for how and where God is at work.  
