Advent Series: By Prophet Bards Foretold

#1 – “These Days and Those Days”

Jeremiah 33: 14-16

 Written in 1849 by a Unitarian pastor named Edmund Sears, “It Came Upon the Midnight Clear,” is a much beloved Christmas carol. Almost without exception, each one of us can sing it, especially the first stanza. It’s in our Presbyterian Hymnal, Hymn # 38. Turn to it now (if you need to) and I invite you to sing that first stanza with me:

It came upon the midnight clear, That glorious song of old,
From angels bending near the earth, To touch their harps of gold:
"Peace on the earth, goodwill to all, From heaven's all-gracious King."
The world in solemn stillness lay, To hear the angels sing.

 Of course, it reminds us of that night long ago, recorded in Luke 2, when the angels appeared to the shepherds and heralded the child born in Bethlehem to Mary and Joseph.

 I’d like to call your attention to Sear’s final stanza. It contains a phrase that forms the theme of this year’s Advent sermons:

For lo!, the days are hastening on, By prophet bards foretold,
When with the ever-circling years, Comes round the age of gold
When peace shall over all the earth. Its ancient splendors fling,
And the whole world give back the song,Which now the angels sing.

 This Advent, I have chosen the Old Testament lectionary texts as our foci for the sermons. And as they do every year, the Old Testament lessons for Advent are from The Prophets. Advent is a season in which we hear the prophet bards foretell of God’s coming reign – of the Lord breaking in upon this world in a new way. In writing his carol, Edmund Sears, knew well his Bible and the meaning of Christmas and Advent. It is not simply a season for looking back upon that story we all love so well – that story of the birth of one named Jesus. But also looking forward to those “days that are hastening on.” The prophet poets of old looked toward that time which began in the birth of the child named Jesus, but which will culminate fully in God’s time – that time that Sears calls “the age of gold.”

 I invite you now to journey with me through the season of Advent listening to our prophet bards and what they foretold of that age to come. Perhaps it will help us shape our lives in new and fresh ways as we prepare to celebrate the birth of our Savior at Christmas.

 The prophet-bard we hear from first today is Jeremiah. Jeremiah, of course, lived and preached in the Southern kingdom of Judah for 4 decades from 627 – 587 BC. He is referred to as “the weeping prophet,” because so much of what he has to say is a downer. Jeremiah proclaimed that the nation was going to fall. He preached judgment – “doom and gloom.” He lambasted the politicians and the wealthy for their injustice and unrighteousness. He chided the court prophets – the cronies of the king – for their overly optimistic pronouncements. 

 For the lion’s share of his career as a prophet, Jeremiah was a voice crying in the wilderness. The first 29 chapters of Jeremiah contained the “oracles of judgment” that he preached. Those portending words return in chapter 34. But something changes in Jeremiah 30 -33. In fact, Jeremiah, himself, changes. He shifts his words from critique to consolation.

 Bible scholars have called Jeremiah 30-33, “the little book of comfort.” For a brief while Jeremiah changes his tune from one of judgment to one promise. And do you know why? It’s because everything that Jeremiah said would happen, did happen.

 The armies of Nebuchanezer, King of Babylon in 598, overran Judah. In the place of Jehoichin, who was a lousy king to start with, Nebuchanezzar placed Zedekiah as his puppet ruler. And then having conquered the state, Nebuchanezzar returned to Babylon. For the next decade or so, Jeremiah warned of impending doom. But no one wanted to hear it. “Just let us get on with our lives,” everyone said. It got so bad that Jeremiah was thrown in prison to shut him up. 

But then in happened. In 587, when Zedekiah led a meek revolt against Nebuchanezar’s army, Babylon attacked with all its strength. Jerusalem was under siege. People were dying in the streets – men, women and children. The Temple was destroyed. All seemed lost. Hopelessness and despair filled the people. It was then that the weeping prophet changed his tune. He began to bring words of hope. Some of which we read here this morning.

 In the midst of the day that was, Jeremiah - that great prophet bard- began to speak of a day to come. He began - as Edmund Sears wonderful carol says – to say. “For lo, the days are hastening on…when with the ever-circling years comes round the age of gold.”

 Did you notice in the reading of these three little verses in Jeremiah 33, that each and every one of these verses begins with basically the same phrase? They each begin with:

“In those days”

 Of course, “those days” of which Jeremiah spoke were the days to come; not the days that the people of Judah were now in, but the days to come. And those days, would be days of promise, days of hope, days when all would be set right. In the midst the days that were, Jeremiah spoke of the days to come.

  In Jerusalem in 587, everything looked hopeless. People were in despair. Life as they knew it, was as good as over. And so when all the doom and gloom Jeremiah foretold came to pass, he did not sit in the corner and wag his finger and say, “I told you so.” No, he was a true prophet. He became messenger of hope in the midst of despair. He tried to lift the people’s eyes toward a more promising time. Truly he was an Advent bard to his people.

If Advent is anything, it is a time to look clearly at that the days that are and see beyond them to the days that will be. In these days, Advent beckons us toward those days. And as such, we are reminded we are not forever locked into the way things are today. There is a new day coming. And therefore we can live with hope.

 “Surely the days are coming, says the Lord when I will fulfill the promise I made to the house of Israel and the house of Judah. In those days and at that time, I will cause a righteous branch to spring up for David; and he shall execute justice and righteousness in the land. In those days and at that time Judah will be saved and Jerusalem will live in safety. And this is the name by which it will be called: the Lord is our righteousness.”

 Dare I say, these words of the Advent bard, Jeremiah are for us as well? I know that we do not live in a city under siege. We do not sit in prison like Jeremiah and we are not suffering the pains the ancient Judean’s did. Nevertheless, God’s people always find themselves living in “these days.” And “these days” are not the easiest of days, even for us. 

 It never seems to fail that we always seem to allow “these days” to shape and form our spiritual lives. You see, in these days, we live as though the present is eternal. The way life is right now, we think, is the way life will always be? Admit it, don’t you often live that way?

 I don’t know intimately what these days are like for each one of you.

· Maybe these hard economic times have so frightened you, put such a dent in your savings that you wonder if you can ever retire.

· Maybe you’re facing a health crisis in life right now and you’re wondering if you will ever feel well again.

· Maybe your marriage is struggling or you are going through the agony of divorce and you cannot imagine your future.

· Maybe you’ve lost your job and you’re frightening about how to make ends meet.

 Whatever these days are for you right now – whatever you are going through, hear the good news proclaimed by Jeremiah:

 “The days are surely coming…and in those days…there will be justice and righteousness…safety and security.”

 It is the word of hope for us in Advent. Whatever “these days” hold for us, “those days” will hold something better. And so, like Jesus declared in the words in the gospel of Luke today:

 “Now when these things begin to take place, stand up and raise your heads, because your redemption is drawing near.” (Luke 21:28)

 In Jeremiah’s prophecy, he spoke of “a righteous Branch springing up from David,” a new shoot of life, growing up from the old stump that had been cut down. Jeremiah pointed toward that new thing God would do, that would have continuity with the old. 

 In Advent, as we Christians hear yet again the prophet-bards, we cannot help but believe that the one born in the city of David, was and is that righteous branch of which Jeremiah spoke. For indeed, he is the one whom the magi sought as “the king of the Jews.” He is the one who gives us hope in these days. He is the righteous branch we have been grafted into that can redeem us from all our sins and lift our eyes above these days to those days when he comes in power and great glory

 As we begin this Advent journey together, may you come to know and experience the righteous branch of David and allow Him to become the king of your life. For, indeed, he is filled with justice and mercy toward us all.

 I want to leave you with a parable today to take with you into Advent as we look toward the righteous branch springing forth anew in our lives at Christmas.

 Once upon a time, there lived a king who had power over all the nations and all the people. His courts were the most splendid in the world. His tables were loaded with the finest food. The sounds of music, laughter and joy floated from his castle to the valley below. Seated high atop a mountain overlooking all the world, the clouds ringed the castle like a heavenly crown. 

Down in the valley, a valley of hunger and violence, a valley of suffering and pain, the peasants often stopped and looked longingly at the castle, wishing that they might join the king in his splendor and joy. 

In the middle of winter one year, the king's tailor entered the royal chambers with the latest additions to the wardrobe. The clothes were made from the finest materials and woven into the most beautiful garments anyone had ever seen. 

But the king didn't like them. He ordered the tailor out of his chambers and vowed to make his own clothes. The door to the throne room was shut and locked. No one was allowed in. Weeks passed. The whole castle waited with anticipation to see what the king would make for himself. They knew that if the king made it, it would be glorious indeed. 

Finally, the waiting was over. Everyone held their breath as the door opened and the king appeared in the clothes he had made. As he stepped out into the room, everyone gasped with surprise. The king was dressed in the simplest, cheapest, most un-kingly garments anyone had ever seen. He had the choice of the finest materials in the world, and he had chosen to wear peasant clothes. 

His face was filled with joy and delight as he spoke quietly into their stupefied silence: "I'm going into the valley, with my people." (from a sermon by Billy D. Strayhorn, “Invited to Prepare”)

 As Jesus said, “Let he (let she) who has ears, hear.” Amen.
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