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Happy New Year!  Yes, Happy New Year.  In the cycle set aside by the Church, today is the first Sunday of Advent, the first Sunday of the Church’s New Year.  So, Happy New Year.  
But as I turned to study today’s Lectionary Gospel it did not strike me as one appropriate for a New Year’s celebration.  It did not strike me as a text chosen to signal the hope of a brand new horizon or the start of a fresh new year.  What in the world were the Lectionary organizer’s up to with this selection from the Gospel of Luke?
After all this text is taken from the ending of Luke’s Gospel, not its beginning.  It’s taken from the portion that just barely precedes the convergence of betrayal and cross, taken from the section where the one whose birth we prepare to celebrate becomes the focus of an angry mob and the hero of a passion play.  

Why on this Sunday – of all Sundays – when we are about to fill our hearts with pictures of humble shepherds and angelic choirs; why are we found sitting with the disciples listening to Jesus speak of apocalyptic signs in the sky?  Why are we confronted with images of people fainting from fear and foreboding because of what is about to come upon the world?  Why, on this first Sunday of the church year, are we caught listening to Jesus describe what seems like an end and not a beginning?  
Beloved of God, if you will bear with me for just a moment I hope to offer at least one reason why our celebration of Advent must begin at the end of Christ’s story.  
To do so I need to ask you a question?  Have you ever had to endure something, go through something, for which the end result was not at all clear?  Have you ever faced an impending surgery whose outcome was at best at risk, or been a part of a strategic negotiation in whose balance many jobs hung?  Or maybe, on a less serious note, have you ever been frightened by the scary portion of a movie whose end you did not know?  My question is have you ever been in a situation where in the midst of the thing you could not, did not know what the end would bring and not knowing was the worst part of it all?

Ah, but when the tables are turned, when you do know what the end will be, when you do know that you are guaranteed success and that once you have struggled you will stand, once you have persevered you will prevail; when you do know the end will be good even before you begin then you can go forward with a measure of courage.  You can go forward boldly because the end has been revealed, the plot line has been resolved and on the other side of the challenges is all for which you hope, all you desire, all you need.  When you know the goodness of the end before you begin then you know that on the other side there is joy, true and deep and lasting joy.  

I learned the truth of this reasoning in a rather silly way, but the lesson was profound and remains with me still.  When I was a small child all of my closest cousins were boys.  On Sunday evenings, after church and supper, we would gather to watch Family Classics in one or another’s home.  I was the youngest among our group of five, and when I became afraid of a movie’s scarier scenes they would tease me without mercy or shame.  One night, as we were watching the Wizard of Oz, the scenes of the gloomy forest frightened me.  Nervous and fearful, for this was my first experience with the Wizard of Oz, I crawled under the dining room table to protect myself from the fearful scenes and my taunting cousins.  
But my cousin Morris, who had seen the film many times, after all he was five full years older than I, crawled under the dining room table with me and tenderly explained that I need not be afraid because he knew what the end of the movie would be and he, with that same tenderness, explained it to me.  He told me all that would happen when the characters received their hoped for prizes.  He explained that though the scenes playing before our eyes right then were scary, he could assure me all would be well.  

In the midst of my fear, in the middle of my not knowing what would happen at the end of the movie, my cousin’s knowledge of the end even before the film began, and his willingness to share it with me offered me courage and gave me the ability to sit through the scary scenes.  My new found knowledge of the end let me encounter the beginning and all that followed not with fear but in hope.    
When you know the end of a thing even before the beginning you can hold on and go on.  That’s what I learned that night under the dining room table and that’s what I see going on in Luke’s text and in Jeremiah’s text.  For you see in Jeremiah’s text the people are about to enter the scariest part of their history.   King Nebuchadnezzar, the king of Babylon and his army of invaders are poised at Israel’s gates.  Israel, because of their unwillingness to remain in relationship with God, is about to be taken into decades of captivity.  
Jeremiah in the 33rd chapter tells them, even though these moments are filled with foreboding; even those these moments are frightening, do not be afraid for this is not your end.  Jeremiah tells them, the end of your story is this, that the God who loves you and longs to be in relationship with you will fulfill the promises that were made to you.  The end of your story Israel, is this, the day is surely coming, says the Lord, when I will cause a branch from the house of David to bring justice and righteousness.  God says, this is your end Israel, you will be safe and secure and you will again call me your Lord, your Lord who is your righteousness.  
Just like my cousin Morris offered me a glimpse of the end of Dorothy’s story so that I could persevere, Jeremiah does the same for Israel.  He offers them a picture of the end of their story, when God will raise them up and reestablish them as God’s very own.  Morris offered me hope and Jeremiah offered Israel hope.  Because when the tables are turned, when you experience difficult moments but you know what the end will be, you can go forward boldly, with a measure of courage, knowing that the plot line has been resolved and on the other side there is joy, true and deep and lasting joy.  Morris gave it to me and Jeremiah gave it to Israel, here is your hope, because you know your ending before you even begin.
And the same is true for those who sat listening to Luke’s rather odd good news.  By knowing the end, by knowing that Jesus would come back riding on a chariot of clouds; by knowing that the end would be the Son of Man descending with power and great glory, Luke’s listeners would be able to withstand the middle chapters, able to withstand the convergence of betrayal and cross, able to stand with their heads high, their bodies erect because in the end, all that they needed, all that they desired, the text says it itself, their redemption, their salvation, true and lasting joy would be theirs.

Yes, maybe the organizers of the Lectionary were on to something after all, on to something when they picked these texts as the first of a brand new year.  Maybe they knew that in every Advent season the church might find itself feeling less like New Year’s revelers and more like those facing frightening middle chapters of a story whose end seems far from sight.  Maybe they knew on the first Sunday of the church year that many in our world, in our day, might see themselves in difficult and challenging places.  But despite our current location, those who chose these texts wanted us to know that the end of the story, the end of our story, has already been written, is already resolved.  They wanted us to know that no matter what the intermediate chapters seem to hold, the end of the story is sound and good.  
And what is the end of the story?  The choir put it oh so well in the morning anthem, 

Come again Emmanuel, as you Advent draws us near.

Promised one for Israel, drive away all doubt and fear.

Long ago, you came that night, born a child and yet a King

Lead us to your heavenly light, now your gracious kingdom bring.  

This morning, no matter the position we are now in, no matter if we are like Israel in the time of Nebuchadnezzar, no matter if we are like the disciples as they walked in Luke’s gospel toward the cruelty of the Passion’s story, no matter if we are under our own dining room tables, we can come out and stand tall, for the end of our story is known; Christ the child born to set his people free, Christ the one in whom we trust, Christ the one who comes with honor and glory, Christ the one we call savior, Lord and friend, has come and our story has this ending, the one whom we love will bring forth hope to all the world, now hear our songs of cheer.  We wait to see you holy face with nothing more to fear.  O lord come to us in peace and love, bringing your redemption, your restoration, your renewal and your reward.
This morning beloved of God, we are called to be grateful that our Lectionary texts began at the end of the story.  We are called to remember that for all whom love God, made known in Christ; our end is in God’s precious hands and it is sure.  We are called to remember that no matter how challenging and frightening are the middle chapters, the story has been written, the end has been revealed and we will stand, we will prevail.  
Now that we know these things when challenges assail, when times grow hard, when the middle of the story sends you looking for a safe place to hide, know this there is one who is coming and has come, to walk with us, to talk with us, to love us and to guide us.  Our task in this season of our life is to know Christ for ourselves, to receive his word, to trust his grace, to take his love and to wait in confident expectation for his coming again to dwell with us, now and forever.  That is why we sing with hope, Come thou long expected Jesus born to set thy people free, from our fears and sins release us, let us find our rest in thee.  Not only are you Israel’s strength and consolation, the hope of all the earth you are.  You are the desire of every nation, you the joy of every longing heart.  

Come beloved of God, no matter where you are in your story, come and lift high your head, come and stand up as Luke invites us to do.  Come and offer your heart and your very being to this one whose story is now made clear, who makes our stories clear, come Emmanuel, we your people wait with Advent hope, to receive you with joy. 
