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New Jerusalem Lutheran Church Cindy Baskin
Advent 1, December 3, 2017
Texts: Isaiah 64:1-9; Psalm 80:1-7, 16-18; I Corinthians 1:3-9; Mark 13:24-37

Theme: The Gratitude Experiment: Waiting and Preparing for Jesus
Scripture:  Beware, keep alert; for you do not know when the time will come. (Mk 13:17-18)

CHILDREN’S MESSAGE1

Who can tell me what looks different this morning from the past few weeks? (Wait for responses.)
Yes, there’s a Christmas tree. Instead of green hangings (or white like last week for Christ the
King Sunday) on the lectern and pulpit, we have BLUE hangings. My stole is blue. And there's a
wreath with four candles, but we only lit one of those candles this morning. Can anybody tell me
why we only lit one candle? (Wait for responses.) And when do you think we’ll light the other
candles? (Wait for responses.)

Today is the first Sunday of what we call “Advent.” The word “Advent” means "to come." 
Something very important is coming. Do you know what's coming? (Wait for responses.) Of
course, Christmas is coming. What’s so important about Christmas? (Wait for responses.) Yes,
on Christmas we celebrate Jesus being born.

Jesus first came to us when he was born as a baby many, many years ago – that’s what we
celebrate on Christmas. But in today’s bible reading, Jesus told his disciples that he would also
come back to earth again. He also said that no one would know the time, so we would have to
wait; but while we wait, we should all be alert and prepare for his coming. 

Do you like to wait? I don't particularly like waiting, either. I don't like it, but there doesn’t seem
to be any way to avoid it. Sometimes it can seem particularly difficult to wait for Christmas –
waiting for the day when you can open Christmas gifts under the tree. But life is often full of
“waiting.” I have heard that if you live to be seventy years old, you will spend three years of your
life just waiting: waiting in line at the grocery store; waiting in the doctor's office; waiting for
lunch to be ready; waiting for recess time at school; waiting for a package to arrive from Amazon.

In his book, "Oh, the Places You'll Go," Dr. Seuss talks about a place called "THE WAITING
PLACE." (Show book and turn to page from which to read.) Dr. Seuss describes “The Waiting
Place” as a useless place where people are just waiting. He writes:

The Waiting Place . . . for people just waiting.
Waiting for a train to go
or a bus to come, or a plane to go
or the mail to come, or the rain to go
or the phone to ring, or the snow to snow
or waiting around for a Yes or No
or waiting for their hair to grow.
Everyone is just waiting.2
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We all have to spend some time in this "waiting place" that Dr. Seuss talks about. BUT you know
what? The Waiting Place doesn’t have to be a useless place.  While we are waiting, life goes on
and we can make good use of our “waiting” time. What are some things we might do while we
wait? (Wait for responses.) I’ve seen many people standing in a line and checking their email or
talking to a friend on their cell phone. How many of you have made sure you had a book with you
when you went to an appointment so you could read in case you had to wait? We could make a
list of things we need to do today or, we could even study for our weekly spelling test. You
confirmands could even practice memorizing the books of the bible while you’re waiting.

What do you think we might do as we wait for Jesus to arrive and come back? We can think
about Jesus and his love. We can think about giving instead of receiving. We can think of
someone who needs help and reach out a helping hand. We can worship and praise Jesus, love
and serve him, and share his love with others. When we are doing those things, we will be ready
for his return, and we will find joy in the waiting place.

I have a few more things to say to your parents, but I would like for you to stay up front here
with me. Can you do that?

ADULT SERMON

Advent invites us to live each day in expectation that Christ has not only come at Christmas
2000+ years ago, but is already among us in the events of our daily lives, and will also come again
at the end of the age. Advent calls us to a time of preparation, which also implies that it is a time
of WAITING. In today’s gospel, Jesus exhorts us to “beware, keep alert; for you do not know
when the time will come.” 

How do we “beware”?  How do we “keep alert” while we wait for Jesus’ coming? This morning
I’m going to suggest a very concrete and practical way to keep alert during this advent season.
It’s called an ADVENT GRATITUDE EXPERIMENT  and I hope all of you will join me in3

participating in this experiment. Beginning today, I invite everyone here who is old enough to
write – that means children right up to those of you in your 90's – to write down each day at
least three things for which you are grateful. 

Last Sunday, Jennifer Barlow had the children make a paper chain of thanksgivings. This paper
chain (hold up the chain) was made by Cooper Barlow and he has loaned it to me for this Sunday.
Cooper identified several different things for which he was grateful and wrote each one on one of
the loops in this paper chain. This is just another way of writing down your three gratitude items.
And imagine how long a paper chain you would have after three weeks with three thanksgivings
for each day – that would add quite a decoration to your Christmas tree. Or you can find
something else that will work for you – just be sure to WRITE IT DOWN somewhere – in a
notebook or journal or in a document on your computer. Try not to miss even one day, but if you
do, simply start again.  To do so will make this Advent a time for a new intention to practice the
spiritual discipline of gratitude.
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What’s the point of doing this? Many recent studies demonstrate the power that practicing
gratitude can make in one’s life providing benefits that are quite amazing: better health; lower
stress; better sleep; greater capacity to cope and deal with the very real challenges of life. Over the
past decade, science has shown that gratitude is one of the most valuable and important emotions
we possess and is a virtue that anyone can cultivate.

There are many ways to foster an attitude of gratitude, including the one I’m suggesting for us
today of writing down three items of gratitude every day. But there are a few things to consider as
we begin. First, it’s important to express gratitude on a daily basis. Expressing gratitude on
holidays like Thanksgiving seems quite natural; but according to studies, it’s the small daily
practice that has the most positive and lasting effect on those who practice gratitude as a spiritual
discipline.

Second, in the course of this Advent season, as is true of all our seasons in life, hard things will
likely happen for which we will not feel grateful. When this happens, take note of it but don’t
pretend to be grateful when you’re not. When things are hard, it’s important to acknowledge that
reality to yourself, to other people, and to God. But then, in the midst of the hardship, still strive
to identify three things for which you can honestly be grateful: for example, a supportive friend;
good food; even a hot shower in the morning. It doesn’t matter how small that thanksgiving might
be, just be sure to include it wherever you’re keeping track each day. To help with this is an insert
to your bulletin that outlines this “Gratitude Experiment.” It also provides a thought-provoking
list of suggestions of how to dig deep to identify something for which to be thankful even when
you’ve had a difficult day.

Third, according to all the studies, a side benefit to gratitude practice is that those who do so
become more generous and kind. Out of a growing sense of blessing, we naturally want to be a
blessing to others, which, of course, is a very good thing. But for now, focus on what the practice
of gratitude does for you. We are living in a time of great self-interest, anxiety, and fear. Gratitude
is one of the best antidotes to these emotional challenges. And as we journey through this advent
season, I think we’ll all find that such gratitude practice will bring increased joy and less stress
even in the midst of hectic Christmas preparations.

We may not know when Jesus will return, but we can stay awake and prepare by cultivating a
heart of gratitude. There is an old European story called “The Devil’s Seeds” about a traveler
who came upon a barn where the devil had stored seeds which he planned to sow in the hearts of
people. There were bags of seeds variously marked: hatred and fear; doubt, despair; unforgiveness
and pride; greed, etc. The devil appeared and struck up a conversation with the traveler. He
gleefully told the traveler how easily the seeds he sowed sprouted in the hearts of men, women,
ands children. “Are there any hearts in which these seeds will not sprout?” the traveler asked. A
melancholy look appeared on the devil’s face. Finally the devil confessed . . . “These seeds will
not sprout in the heart of a thankful and joyful person.”

I hope everyone here will join me in this Advent Gratitude Experiment. As we enter the Christmas
season, I’ll reflect on the results of my experiment and I ask you to do the same. Then as we enter
the new year of 2018, I look forward to sharing what you and I have learned from this practice.
Remember, Jesus said: “Beware, keep alert; for you do not know when the time will come.”

Prayer: Heavenly Father, as we spend time in this waiting place, we look forward with great joy
to the celebration of Jesus' birth and to the day when he comes again. Amen.


