GETTING BACK TO THE BASICS OF ADVENT

JOHN 3: 16-21
Have you ever tried to teach a teenager how to drive a manual transmission car?  I remember when Daniel was learning to drive and I had a five speed truck.  We would go somewhere and he would watch me change gears.  As we drove he would ask how did I know when to change gears.  I would tell him all about watching the tachometer and seeing where the RPM’s were and at a certain level you would change gears.

When we were going to the farm to feed the horses he would sit in the truck and practice changing gears while we waited on them to eat.  Then on the way home the conversation would pick up about how I knew when to change gears.  Finally I would say you just have to listen to the motor and know the feel of the truck.  At which point he would ask what the motor felt like when it was time to change gears.  I would tell him that it is just something you get used to and just know.

I remember the first time he tried to drive my truck.  When he finally got the clutch and gas coordinated and we started off, he did pretty good.  But, it was very mechanical.  He would watch the tachometer.  He would change when it read the right RPM’s.  Sometimes it was smooth, but most of the time it was jumpy.  It did not flow.  It was about the mechanics of going through the gears and not listening to the motor.

As time went on he got better.  He got to where he did not have to watch the tachometer all the time.  He began to know when he needed to downshift.  He began to operate with the vehicle and become a part of it as he drove.  

That is the way most things start.  We go through the motions.  We do what we are instructed to do at the time we are told to do them.  We don’t move in motion and flow with what is going on in us and around us.  But, if we continue to grow and experience what is going on, it becomes part of who we are and what we do.

Today we are going to read a section of scripture that is part of a story of a man’s encounter with Jesus.  This man was a leader in the church and community.  He was a well-educated man.  And yet in his relationship with God he was just going through the motions.  He would do what he was supposed to do according to the calendar or the clock.  It was mechanical.  His life did not flow from his relationship with God.

------------------READ TEXT---------------

This is the last half of the story of Nicodemus coming to meet Jesus.  We are all familiar with this story.  Nicodemus comes to see Jesus after dark and begins to question Him as to the meaning of His message.  When Jesus tried to explain what He was teaching, Nicodemus didn’t get it.  Our scripture picks up with what is probably the most well known verse in the Bible.  

Too often we are too quick to judge Nicodemus.  We just don’t understand how a man who had studied the Bible could not understand what Jesus was saying.  We wonder how a person who had devoted his life to leading the church could not get it.  History is full of people who have served the church for years and then finally one day their eyes are opened and they finally get it.

John Wesley was trained Anglican priest.  He was not only raised in the church, his dad was a pastor.  And his mom was the daughter of a pastor.  Going to church for John was second nature.  His entire life revolved around the church.  He went to school and was educated to be a pastor.  He served in churches and even taught at his alma mater.  If any one person should have known what the message of Jesus was all about it was John Wesley.  And yet after a miserable experience in America as a missionary, even he began to question his faith.  

Then one Sunday he attended a small group Bible study on Aldersgate Street and something happened.  He said it was then that he felt his heart strangely warmed and he knew he trusted in God and God alone for his salvation.  The change came as gentle as a breeze, but was as life changing as a tornado.  

The truth is too many people sit in too many churches today and just go through the motions.  They come into the church and join in the singing of the songs, they know when to sit down and when to stand up, they listen to a sermon that was obviously meant for somebody else and then they go home and nothing has changed.  They go through the motions.  

The other day I was sitting in the office talking with Jamison about his experience on the Emmaus walk last week.  As we sit there he began to share that over the weekend he realized he had been going through the motions.  As he sat there and listened to speaker after speaker.  As he spent time in prayer and meditation he began to realize that it was about more than just going through the motion.  He looked at me and said Marvin, one thing I realized was that it was all very simple.  It is about opening up and trusting God.  I think he would say he, his heart was strangely warm and he realized that he trusted in God and God alone for his salvation.  The change came as gentle as a breeze, but was as life changing as a tornado.

Jesus puts His arm around Nicodemus and says, Nick it is really all very simple.  It is not about going through the motions.  It is not about just knowing all the right words to say and the right things to do.  It is about knowing that God loved and God gave.  Then letting that love shine through you like a light in the darkness.  

When we start for many of us we go through the motions.  We watch the tachometer to know when to change gears.  We know the mechanics of worship and can follow and even lead them with the best.  But it is only when we let the love of God fill our hearts and our lives that we become one with God and begin to let the love of God flow out or our lives into the world. 

Advent is a time of preparing our hearts to receive the King of King and Lord of Lords.  It will be real easy to go through the motions of Advent.  It will be easy to light the candles, read the readings, attend the choir specials.  But, this Advent let the love of God, the love that gave His one and only Son on that first Christmas, become a reality in your life, so you can shine the light of that love out into the darkness. 

here is the sermon for tomorrow.  i found some graphics.  i would  like to choose one and use it through advent as the main slide through worship and during the sermon.  not sure which will show up the best.  i like the one titled "advent" the best.  then advent 1 and finally advent2.  just not sure if the first is too dark.  don't know if Pat talked to you about a dvd for sunday school tomorrow or not.  if at all possible could you be there to help out.  if not i will ask somebody else.

