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A few years ago I stopped by Starbucks Coffee to pick up coffee for a weekly visit with a local pastor. Surveying the flavors for the day, I saw that the choices were Christmas Blend in regular and decaffeinated. (The other pastor, who is more hyper than I, always wants the decaf.) 


“May I help you?” the young barista asked me.


“You have Christmas Blend already?”


“Yes, people really like it,” she said.

“But it’s November 12th!” I exclaimed. “I’m a pastor and prefer to celebrate Advent before we move on to Christmas!”


“Oh, I remember Advent. As a kid I went to a Catholic school.”


“But it’s November 12th! I just want to have some Advent time before Christmas.”


“You’re not going to win.” 


“I know, but I’m going to try to celebrate Advent first,” I proclaimed, as I marched out with Christmas Blend in regular and decaf.   


After I told this story in staff meeting the next Monday, those clergy members around the table predicted that there is no chance for an Advent Blend to do well at Starbucks Coffee. I know! I know that the consumer market determines what the stores will sell, and I am not blaming the stores for that. I have no desire to change how our economy depends on this time of the year to make the whole year profitable. I’m not trying to change the culture that surrounds me; I, as a follower of Jesus, am just trying to keep the culture from changing me.
THE CALL OF A FAITHFUL GOD


We hear today the beginning of Paul’s letter to the house churches scattered throughout Corinth, Greece. These new Christians were allowing the surrounding culture to keep them from following the new way of Jesus. 

Paul begins with a blessing: Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ (1:3). If you have heard any sermons or Bible studies on the church there in Corinth, you will not use the words “grace” and “peace” to describe those church members. Even though Paul founded it, this church was a mess. They fought and divided up into factions just as much as churches do today. They argued over who was more spiritual, who had more knowledge, who had the greatest spiritual teacher, who could eat first, and who could marry. They were taking one another to court, having worship wars, and arguing over which spiritual gifts were greatest. They probably argued about how to argue. Grace? Peace? This is not how I would describe this difficult bunch of persons. 


But Paul begins with, Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Once you know something of what Paul is prepared to say in the rest of this letter, you will find this opening prayer of thanksgiving in verses 4-9 as ironic. Paul thanks God that these Christians in Corinth are surrounded with grace, are rich in speech and knowledge, are strong witnesses for Christ, are not lacking in spiritual gifts, are patiently waiting for the Lord’s return, and are called into fellowship by a faithful God. Well, if you know anything about the members of these house churches (today we would call them Life Groups), you will say that everything Paul says about them is untrue. We would be in despair and say, “This situation is hopeless. These argumentative, pompous, selfish people are not the body of Christ and never will be!”

Rabbi Paul differs with you and me, however. He calls them “saints” in v. 2 and reminds them in verse 9: God is faithful; by God you were called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord. Somehow Paul sees them not as most see them but sees them through God’s eyes. Paul is not despairing about who this church is and can become because God is faithful and God has called them. 
DESPAIR

In 1988 Becky and I journeyed to the Princeton Seminary Institute of Theology. After Sunday morning worship we drove all afternoon and into the evening from Alabama to Wake Forest, North Carolina, to drop our son off with his grandparents. Early Monday morning we climbed back into the car to drive up I-95 and the New Jersey Turnpike to Princeton, New Jersey, in time for dinner and the first worship service that evening. I was tired physically from the two days of driving, but I was really tired emotionally and spiritually. After 22 years of school and 12 years as an Associate Pastor, I had completed my first 3 years as the Pastor of a church. I was out of energy, out of juice, and spent. I was beginning to sink into despair. 

I guess that’s why I could barely sing the first hymn that night:

The strife is o’er, the battle done; the victory of life is won; 


The song of triumph has begun. Alleluia!
The words barely came out of my mouth and I was almost in tears because this was my confession that night. Tired, spent, and exhausted, I needed to confess that the same God who raised Jesus from the dead could raise me up from my despair.


That was just the opening worship service. What also helped lift me up that week were the lectures and sermons of one of my mentors, John Claypool. John was the main reason Becky and I made that long trip to Princeton that summer. That week John’s words have helped me in times of exhaustion and despair. 


That week he told us of his own journey out of despair.  During the Civil Rights movement of the 1960’s, John met an old rabbi who was in his 70’s and had suffered incredibly. John was in his early 30’s (as I was that summer) and had not been tested as the rabbi had been. One night Claypool was overcome with despair about the way the South was organizing its social life to exclude persons of different color. He was on the verge of giving up.


The rabbi was smoking a pipe and looked as John imagined Moses would have looked—bearded and enveloped with smoke like Sinai.  He said to John without condescending or condemning, “To us Jews there is only one unforgivable sin—the sin of despair. It is saying of any situation out there in the future—it’s hopeless, that there is no way that good can come from it.  For us Jews that’s the only unforgivable sin.”


The rabbi continued, “Humanly speaking, despair is presumptuous.  It is saying something about the future that we have no right to say, because, after all, we have not been to the future yet. We do not know what kind of realities resides in the mysteries of the depths of things. Humanly speaking, we simply do not have enough evidence to be so dogmatically negative.  Despair is presumptuous simply in terms of human finitude—our limited knowledge.

“Furthermore, theologically for us Jews, despair is downright heretical because it is saying something about the nature of the Almighty that we Jews have too good a memory to ever say. We remember what the Lord did for old Abraham and Sarah when they wanted an heir. We remember what happened to Moses. We carry in our minds young David standing before Goliath. We have too good a memory as Jews to ever embrace despair and to say there is nothing that even God can do. We Jews have been able to be kept together as long as we have because of one thing: we refuse to despair and we always define ourselves toward the future in hope.”

HOPE


As Francis of Assisi prays, “Where there is despair, let us sow hope.” This year we can offer the hope of Advent Blend to a culture that knows only Christmas Blend. So much of the Christmas season is based on what we do—buying the right gifts, inviting the right people, attending the right parties, arranging the perfect Christmas Day: all in hopes of making this season full of hope, peace, joy, love, and other outstanding virtues. Christmas Blend is what the malls sell and what our consumerist society wants us to think that we need. The culture wants us to believe that we can make this Christmas joyful and loving and peaceful. What they advertise, though, they cannot deliver, but they sure make a good profit on us anyway. 


Today we light the candle of hope and declare that despair is presumptuous and heretical because we don’t know the future and we don’t know all that God can do. We light a candle because, as Paul reminds us, God is faithful and will remain loyal even when we forget or we presume what God cannot do.  For Advent 2011, where there is despair, let us sow hope.
HYMN 538:  Hope of the World (verses 1-4)
BLESSING (Seasons of the Spirit, 2011)
As we go, may we be always thankful for each other,

for this community, for the whole global community 

of followers of Jesus the Christ. 

May we be aware of the Spirit always with us—our strength, 

the giver of the gifts we need for the journey.

May we know God to be ever faithful, 

calling us into community, 

calling us to be attentive in our waiting 
for the hope of God to revealed anew this Advent season.
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