"A HOME FOR RIGHTEOUSNESS"

I Peter 3: 8 But do not forget this one thing, dear friends: With the Lord a day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like a day. 9The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.  10But the day of the Lord will come like a thief. The heavens will disappear with a roar; the elements will be destroyed by fire, and the earth and everything in it will be laid bare.[a]  11Since everything will be destroyed in this way, what kind of people ought you to be? You ought to live holy and godly lives 12as you look forward to the day of God and speed its coming.[b]That day will bring about the destruction of the heavens by fire, and the elements will melt in the heat. 13But in keeping with his promise we are looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth, the home of righteousness. 14So then, dear friends, since you are looking forward to this, make every effort to be found spotless, blameless and at peace with him. 15Bear in mind that our Lord's patience means salvation, just as our dear brother Paul also wrote you with the wisdom that God gave him. 

“You are looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth, the home of righteousness.”


To think that it all began with Pastor Jake, a Lutheran pastor from northern Minnesota, and an accomplished pianist, who performed in this sanctuary some 9 ½ years ago. My wife, Becky, read an announcement about him in the newspaper, which said that he would even play the piano with mittens on. So we came to hear him one Sunday evening. And we got more than our money's worth in entertainment and inspiration. Okay, so they only took a free will offering. But in addition to an inspiring mix of music, meditation and humor, Pastor Jake did indeed play one song on the piano with a big furry bomber cap on his head, and with mittens on his hands. And he did pretty well. The harmony was a bit sparse, but one can understand how that might be a helpful skill on a very cold January morning in a northern Minnesota church when the sanctuary may never warm up until the service is over. At the conclusion of that concert, Becky said to me, “I can see us worshiping here.”


At the time, we were still meeting at the Roseville Activity Center, our church's second location after meeting in homes. We knew that the RAC would soon be no more. Townhomes now stand where we once worshiped. So after we brought some members of our worship committee here, such as Nancy Boer and Marilyn Miller, to check it out during morning chapel services in the summer semester, a wider circle of people began to say, as well, “I can see us worshiping here.”


And thanks be to God, some people at Luther Seminary agreed with us when we approached them about worshiping here. So our first worship service here was held on Sunday morning, September 12, 1999.
In the nine years since, this has been something of a home for us, in which we experienced the hospitality of the seminary, and we worked at extending the hospitality of God to others. Especially after someone finally entrusted us with a set of keys (I suppose they'll want them back). Hospitality was the theme of the message from our first service of celebration and consecration, from the story in Genesis, about how Abraham offered hospitality to God in the form of three visitors to his tent. But we've also known that this sanctuary has not been our home, in that we didn't buy it or build it, we only borrowed it, as renters, at a very reasonable cost. 


But renting is nothing to be ashamed of for us. As heirs of the Anabaptist wing of the Reformation, we carry with us a spiritual gene that warns us to hold the things of this world lightly, as stewards who may be called upon to let go of them when persecution or faithfulness requires us to flee or surrender lands and property. For some of us, this immigrant and even refugee experience is not only our family history, it is our own personal history. 


Our Anabaptist history, and our own personal histories, help us look at the world and our mission in the way that Peter recommends his disciples look at these things. Peter reminds us in the starkest of terms that nothing here visible is permanent, that at the close of history, when the Lord of the Harvest knows that all is ready, when the promised time has come for the cosmic clean sweep and housecleaning, only certain things will be left standing. Among them may not be even such beautiful sanctuaries as this. Nor the beautiful one to which we are moving next week.




I hope that's not a rude thing to say. If the architect of this wonderful space was a person of faith, he or she did not expect it to stand forever, throughout eternity. It would be enough, for him or her, that it be a useful tool toward the construction of some things that will last forever, such as God's kingdom, and God's church. 


And such has it been for us: a wonderful, useful and very beautiful tool for the building of something that Peter tells us is eternal, namely, “righteousness.” In place of all that is swept away and disappears upon the Lord's return will be, Peter tells us, “a home for righteousness,” or a place, “in which righteousness dwells.”


By the way, please don't be limited by any narrow notions of that word, “righteousness.” It is a full-blooded, many-faceted word, not to be limited to a few laws and street-legal appearances, such as what I grew up with. As a young Christian, in my spiritual immaturity, I thought that to be   righteous meant "I didn't drink, smoke, cuss or chew, and don't hang out with those that do.” That was such a narrow, negative definition of a very deep and positive thing. The New Testament word for “righteousness” is nearly equivalent to the Old Testament word we sometimes translate for peace, that is, “shalom.” Not just the absence of conflict, or vice, Peace, or Righteousness, is when the lion lies down with the lamb and the wolf with the kid, and the child puts his hand in the viper's den and is not injured and “no one shall hurt or harm anyone else on God's holy mountain.” Peace, or righteousness, are when “the earth is full of the knowledge of the Lord  as the waters cover the sea,” and when people of all nations stream to Mount Zion to learn the law of God, there to bend their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks. In such promises and pictures, we see what the Old Testament means by peace, or “shalom,” and what the New Testament means by "righteousness." Righteousness simply means “right relationships,” in all relationships, with ourselves, each other, and with God. 
In our fallen state, we can barely imagine how right all those relationships can be. But from Israel's prophets we get the most stirring and inspiring, breath-taking images, such as what I just mentioned, such as what we hear every Advent, of just how right they can be, together. Those promises and prophecies are part and parcel of our Advent spiritual discipline, because they find their fulfillment in Christ's coming.


But not all of the promises are yet fulfilled with his first coming. There is more to come, with Christ's return. Peter expresses our longing for a home of righteousness, yet to be built. For now we only stand on the foundation, which is Christ, himself also the cornerstone, while God continues to build this eternal "home for righteousness." So in this and every Advent Season, Israel's laments and longing for the return of the fullness of God's glory, and for their full return from exile, give us words for our own laments and longing for that righteousness which we see in Jesus, which is even one of his names, in the prophet Malachi: “the Sun of Righteousness, risen with healing in his wings.” Israel's longing for his first coming gives words to our longing for his return. 


But we don't only wait for such a “home of righteousness.” In some ways, this very sanctuary, here, has been a “home of righteousness” for us already. A place in which we did and experienced righteous things, like worship, fellowship, mutual support, Christian education and hospitality. Many visitors expressed to me how welcome they felt when they first set foot in this setting. The beauty of this building and sanctuary had something to do with it. But the lion's share of it is the rightness of relationships we experienced with God, each other, and with guests. Others noted the way we have encouraged, included and valued children and youth, not just as members-in-waiting, but as God's children with something to contribute to all of us.


But as for Peter's promised “home for righteousness,” this is not its permanent address. Nor will the next sanctuary be the permanent address of God's promised “home of righteousness,” however long we are given to stay there. But we can and do help build it, even now. We have done that here for the past nine years. Not with bricks, mortar, steel and stone, such as we see here. Those are only tools for the task. The home of righteousness, which God is building even now, is being constructed of right relationships after the pattern of everything the prophets and prayers of Israel expressed. God is building even now an eternal home of righteousness out of our Christian character, our covenants, our commitments to one another, out of our spiritual gifts and ministry capacities, out of Christlike works, witness and worship. And this space has been a marvelous gift, a very helpful tool, toward God's bigger building project. 


Such a gift has it been, that any feelings of regret or nostalgia we might be experiencing now as we take our leave are quite understandable. I feel them too. Yes, some of us are going to be quite happy to be done with schlepping things around every Sunday, like a sound system and classroom materials. We may be both happy and a bit nervous to have our church's name up and visible all day, every day, on a busy street corner in a busy part of town. But on the sad side, we're also saying goodbye to the very place where many of us first met each other, to the very place where we shared our deepest joys and our darkest doubts and struggles with each other, where we laughed and cried and prayed together, where we saw God in each other, where we met God with each other, where we worshiped, shared food, and strong coffee, washed each other's feet on Maundy Thursday, and sang one verse of Silent Night every Sunday closest to Christmas in all the languages represented among us. That takes about twelve minutes and counting. 


But God's people have sojourned and tabernacled and exodused before, always to find that God has already gone ahead of them, anywhere and everywhere they go. So do not fear this coming transition. It is temporary, while we await our final homecoming to the promised, eternal "home for righteousness." Do not be frightened either by Peter's words about that final home-coming, when everything temporary and worldly will be consumed by the cleansing of the elements in the Last Day. Do not fear about the future, either the immediate future, or the one on the other side of that cosmic clean sweep. What remains standing will be familiar and beloved to all who love and live and labor and long for the righteousness of which Peter speaks, and the shalom which the Old Testament promises. The fruits of our labors for such a "home for righteousness" will endure and remain, to follow us there, to be visible forever in the streets, walls and ways of the New Jerusalem. That is our final, eternally secure "home for righteousness." From there we will move no more.


Let us remember that in the way we use any earthly tool, however beautiful or competent, whether a building, a computer, a sound system, or a kitchen. They are not eternal; they are only tools toward the building of that which is eternal. 


That understanding of earthly, temporary things as tools gave us confidence when the Seminary asked us last year to begin looking for other space to rent, so that this very sanctuary might be used to incubate and generate other new, young churches like ourselves. I can't help wondering if that interest in starting new churches right here is not related to the same missional emphasis in the local Lutheran synod that resulted in The Center for Changing Lives, which is also what made the sanctuary of Messiah Lutheran Church available to us. If so, how is that for a divine exchange? That exchange will be more complete when there are indeed new partner churches meeting and growing in this very sanctuary. We will pray and praise God with the Seminary community for any and all new churches that get the same benefit of this space that we have.


Because of that Anabaptist gene that says, “Hold the material things of the world lightly, and use them for the building of eternal, but currently invisible things,” we took  the request to move in the friendly manner with which it was meant. We knew the drill when the call came to move. We believed that the God who had brought us this far, to this place, would not leave us stranded. 


Once we got past our initial panic, that is.


Just kidding. In this time of transition, we have heard God paying us a compliment, saying to us, “You're ready to move to a more visible, accessible location.” Another sign of God's providence in all this was the fact that the request came just as a group I was working with formulated a focused vision for our local mission and ministry. The timing of Luther Seminary's request enabled us to move seamlessly from discussions of who, how and why, to the question of where. Our search for new space was therefore driven by considerations of mission, and not just of comfort, convenience or appearance.


In this Second Sunday of Advent, I ask, How can the God who has brought us this far, in this temporary “home of righteousness,” the God who, like a mother eagle, has nudged us from this nest so gently and graciously, and who has prepared another temporary “home for righteousness” for us, not also bring us safely and surely to our enduring, eternal home of righteousness?  In this Advent season, while we remember the eternal purposes of God for the renewal of all creation, and their fulfillment in Christ, let us also remember the power and the faithfulness of God to bring us every step along the way, from one place to another, in our journey toward his promised, eternal, “home for righteousness.” What we have enjoyed in this setting has been good. But Advent reminds us that the best is yet to come, today, tomorrow and forever.
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