December 2, 2007

Sermon: “When You Least Expect It!” Rev. Bob Jack

A few years ago, Carol and | spent some time at the beach. It
was September, so the big crowds were gone, but people still got
out on the sand for recreation. | would take long walks along the
shoreline for my daily exercise, and one day | noticed that a crowd
had gathered at water’s edge. Soon, it became clear to me that
someone had drowned, or nearly drowned, as the still body of a
man was dragged to shore, worked on for awhile by the
paramedics, then whisked away in an ambulance.

How quickly these things happen, | thought. How thin that
curtain between life and death. One moment, life seems so sweet
and certain and sure. Then, there is that late night phone call, or
that little spot on the x-ray, or that slight twitch in your chest. And
where did the certainty go?

Daily, you and | are surprised by life — surprised by its

sudden and swift changes. One moment, certainty; the next



moment, alarm. In my Tuesday night Bible study group, we’re
reading through the Book of Revelation, and it’s a fascinating
study. One of the things we’ve noticed about that book is how
swiftly apocalyptic events can happen, and how people are caught
off-guard by God. “ | wi || c 0 me Jesus isaysein
Revelation 3:3. No time to stop and take stock of things, no time to
assess your investment portfolio. No time to make final plans.
Quickly, unexpectedly — like a thief! — life can change.

We Presbyterians have a tough time with this. It all seems so
messy. So unkempt. So unmanaged. We’re punctual people;
decent, orderly people. We like to gather on Sunday morning
precisely at eleven, sing a few hymns, hear a short sermon, and
expect God to show up on our terms, at our convenience. Then, go
home; all very neat, all very tidy.

But friends, let me tell you, the living God’s comings and
goings are not all that neat and tidy. God is not at our beck and
call. God is holy, sovereign and free. God won’t come to us except

as a gift; except as pure grace. God will only come to us on his

t

hi



terms. If you want to have Christian faith, my friend, you’ve got to
be prepared for surprise, for shock, for the grace of not being in
control of things spiritual.

Don’t you think it odd that we so often think of church as a
matter of tying things down, tidying things up, getting our faith
firm, making a final decision for or against Jesus Christ? Life is a
whole lot more unpredictable than that because our lives are in
God’s hands, not ours. Be prepared for the unexpected. Don’t be
surprised when you are surprised.

In my thirty years of ministry, I’ve got to admit that God
often seems to come to us when we’re least expecting him. When
we’re expecting something else. When we’re not really looking for
God. Sometimes, when we don’t really think we need God at all.
And yet God comes to us.

The stories I’ve heard about people driving to work, or sitting
at the breakfast table, or sitting quietly at home watching
television, or waking up in the middle of the night, or moving

through a crowded airline terminal. What strange places to meet up



with God! What strange timing! And yet, once again, we are
reminder that God’s dealings with us — his comings and goings —
are his works and not ours.

The gospel reading for this morning is a story from Jesus.
The day of the Lord comes to you without warning, Jesus says.
Like a thief in the night: * But wunder stand this:
house had known in what part of the night the thief was coming, he
would have stayed awake and would not have let his house be
broken into."”

Five times in the NT, the coming of God is compared to the
intrusion of a thief. You may be attracted to various images of God
in the Bible: God the shepherd, God the waiting Father, God the
mother hen who gathers her chicks under her wings. But God the
thief?!

Y’all remember those television commercials for American

Express? An American tourist is in a foreign land, doesn’t speak

the language, tries desperately to get through to the police or the



bank or the embassy, because a wallet has been stolen with all his
cash and valuable papers. It’s a terrible feeling.

How do you feel when a thief has entered your life?
Violated? Yes, that’s exactly how you feel: Violated. Once, you
felt relatively safe, secure, grounded; but never again. A thief has
had the gall to lift your most valuable possessions. But in reality,
he has taken so much more.

I know what it’s like. Two years ago, our home was broken
into in the middle of the day. All the gifts under our Christmas tree
were torn open and tossed across the living room. All the beds
were upended, all the bureau drawers pulled out and their contents
scattered everywhere. Valuables were taken, never to be seen
again. The worst part of it all — the house doesn’t seem like it’s
yours anymore. Something’s changed. It’s not the same place. I’ve
known people who could never walk into their homes again after a
thief violated their privacy. Never again.

Then again, look at us! Where once our churches stayed open

as places of refuge in a hostile world, now most churches stay



locked up as a security precaution. Visited a church in the inner
city lately? You’ll find electric gates, video cameras, elaborate
security systems, even security guards and, of course, doors locked
up tighter than a drum.

We’re going to take some of the same security measures in
our new building, next door. We’re not in the inner city, but the
inner city has come to us. I hate it, but it’s reality. And we’ll take
out plenty of insurance for added protection, even though it doesn’t
come cheap (ours, $10,000/year).

Then, the thief! The thief. The thief is a grim reminder of a
truth that you and I are reluctant to face. The thief actually does us
a favor in reminding us that there is nothing in this life that is
permanent; nothing apart from God. No possession or idea or
relationship, however close. The thief can ruin them all. The things
we accumulate and hoard and insure against damage — they’re all
temporary, decaying, devaluing, even as | speak.

Psalm 90 says that our lives are like the grass: In the morning

it flourishes and isrenewed;n t he evening it fad



Don’t live your life unprepared. Don’t be caught off guard.
Live with the expectation that God will surprise you with grace.
Like a thief who comes in the night. Like a thief.

Now I’ll admit, when it comes to picturing God there are
more attractive and appealing metaphors than that of a thief. But
there are none more truthful, none more powerful. God is
determined to have us. That’s what the Bible says. God wants us
bad! And so much of our holding and grasping and accumulating is
our way of fending off God. You know, we want to secure our own
life on our own terms. We want to justify ourselves. We want to
save ourselves. Sometimes there’s no way for God to have us
except to take us. Break into our hearts and steal us? Break through
our security systems, violate our vanity, and make off with our
treasures? At any rate, God wants us, and will do anything to win
us.

C.S. Lewis once said, “I wonder if people who asked for God
to intervene in our world really know what they’re asking. Will

they really want to be there when God shows up?”



Like a thief. When you least expect it. Surprised by love.
This is Advent, the season of visions, and visitations, and the
intrusion of the Christ-child among us. Keep awake. Be expectant.
Listen for every crick in the floorboards, every noise in the night.
Christ loves to come among us in ways that we don’t expect, at
times that we haven’t planned.

“Why is it,” the young man asked me during a counseling
session, “that you never fall in love at the right time? It’s always
too soon in your relationship, or too late after you’ve decided to
move to another place or something like that. Why can’t love come
at the right time?”

Maybe we’re just the kind of people for whom it’s never the
“right time” for something as unpredictable as romantic love.
Maybe love, being inherently surprising and disruptive, always
seems to come at the “wrong time.”

When you leastexpect it... When youleast expect it.

Because there are no mistakes in God’s timing. God gets it

right, all the time. And God created you for a purpose. You have a



reason for being here this morning. It’s not a coincidence or an
accident or a mistake. You’re here on purpose.

Last night/last year, Carol and | were at an Emmaus
Christmas Gathering, and we heard a testimony from a man who
lost his job 2 years ago, and still hasn’t found another one... “faith,
hope, perseverance...” I

| t ' s a Wo.dndhe mdvie, Whenlsaméoee dies, one
of the characters speaks for all of us: “Strange, isn’t it? Each man’s
life touches so may other lives. And when he isn’t around, it leaves

an awful hole, doesn’t 1t?”



