
Lay Reader Sermon Series II


The Tenth Sunday after Trinity

psalter:
Psalm 145
1st lesson:
Ecclesiasticus 1:1-10
2nd lesson:
Luke 19:41-48
God's Visitation
The words of the Lord Jesus Christ that were read to you this morning were spoken as He approached Jerusalem in what we call His triumphal entry. As He saw the city from the top of the Mount of Olives, to the east. He must have stopped the procession and lamented the city's lack of response to His message and person. The Fourth Gospel tells us that this was not his first visit to Jerusalem, and some of Christ's words spoken earlier on the way to Jerusalem imply the same. For Saint Luke tells us that He had said, "0 Jerusalem, Jerusalem, which killest the prophets, and stonest them that are sent unto thee; how often would I have gathered thy children together as a hen doth gather her brood under her wings, and ye would not!" (Luke 13:34).
The leaders and other people of the Holy City had seen Him and heard His message. They had had their opportunities to repent and follow Him, and they had not. Now it was too late; He was offering them yet another chance to turn to Him, but they were so hardened in their course of action that He pronounced this dreadful saying over them: "If thou hadst known, even thou, at least in this thy day, the things which belong unto thy peace! But now they are hid from thine eyes." (Luke 19:42).
Their doom was sealed, and it would come because of rebellion against Rome, the seeds of which had already been planted. He described what would happen to Jerusalem, in terms typical of siege warfare of that time, in which there would not be left "one stone upon another;" and He said to the city that all this would happen because "thou knewest not the time of thy visitation."
"Visitation" is a word used in both the Old and the New Testaments to mean a time or occasion when God's saving power is at hand; or, that God Himself is near at hand in His power to save His people. The Benedictus begins with these words, Blessed be the Lord God of Israel; for he hath visited and redeemed his people." Here Zacharias, the father of John the Baptist, was rejoicing over the birth of his son, who was to be the forerunner of the promised Messiah. His birth was a sign that God would soon be visiting His people with His saving power in a way that He had never done before, that is, in the coming of the Messiah. The deliverance of the people of God from slavery in Egypt, and the making of the covenant at Sinai, were the great visitation of God in the past. Now in the coming of the Christ would be God's supreme visitation to the world. The coming of the Lord to Jerusalem for the last time was an aspect of this, but the people there again did not recognize it as such.
His entry into the city gave it a final opportunity to repent. The last chance was at hand for them to know the things that made for their peace by recognizing Jesus as the promised One of God. But they were unable to do so; "now they are hid from your eyes." They did not know Who was with them as never before in His power to save.
Thus a time of visitation by God is a time of crisis, when people must make decisions for or against the Lord. Therefore it is a time of judgment, because their decisions reveal what they are and what they really believe. Our Lord spoke of Himself in terms of light's coming into the world, and that men revealed their character by how they responded to that light. Those who did evil turned their backs on it, because they hated it, and did not want their actions to be revealed. But those who did the truth turned to Him, the true light, because they were not afraid to have their deeds made known to others or to God (John 3: 18-21). So a visitation brings judgment with it in how people respond to the coming of divine light and power.
As someone has said, Jerusalem did not have the discernment to know that with the coming of Christ, it stood at a crisis in its destiny. It continued in its old ways, with no intention to examine itself and set itself right before disaster came. So God's visitation became for it a time of judgment instead of salvation.
Jesus opponents were constantly demanding of Him a sign from heaven to justify what He was saying and doing, something to prove to them extrinsically that He was the Messiah. They apparently wanted to be relieved from the necessity of making a decision about Who He was. But He never granted this request; and on at least one occasion, chided those who made such a request by pointing out to them that could look at the sky conditions at different times of the day, and predict what the weather would be; but they could not – or would not – interpret the signs of the times.
He said to them that if they had been living by the Word of God which they already knew, they would have recognized Him. They already had the sign of the prophet Jonah, at whose preaching a pagan city had repented. A greater One than Jonah was now present in Jerusalem, but it was not repenting. If they had truly been living in the spirit of what God had already revealed, they would have known Who He was (Matthew 16:1-4).
The Lord told a whole series of parables which teach this same responsibility of being alert to the visitations of God, to those times when we are called to recognize that a time of testing is at hand when we must decide for what is right. There is the story of a man who went to a wedding feast, whose servants were to be ready to unlock the door for him whenever he returned home, and who had given no indication of when he would be back. They must be ready at any time of the day or night to admit him, and "Blessed are those servants whom the master finds awake when he comes." (Luke 12:35-38) In another, even shorter parable, Christ makes the obvious point that if the owner of a house knew at what hour of the night a thief was coming, he would not let him break in. The application of this little tale is also true for the first one: "Therefore, you also must be ready; for the Son of man is coming at an hour you do not expect." (Matthew 24:43-44)
When we consider the idea of the Lord's visitations, and being alert for them, what does it mean for us? We've considered this before, but it certainly bears repeating. It means that we must be faithful in the practice of our religion, in public and private prayer and worship, when we feel inclined to do so, and when we don't feel that way. It is our "bounden duty", says the Prayer Book.
To be ready for God's visitations means that we must live by the commandments of God, beginning with the two great commandments that we hear from time to time in the communion service. By God's grace, we try to follow the Ten Commandments, as interpreted by the Lord in the Sermon on the Mount, so that they apply not only to what we do and say but to thoughts and attitudes as well. As Saint Peter wrote, "Maintain good conduct among the Gentiles, so that...they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day of visitation." (1st Peter 2:12).
This means that we must have our eyes open to what is going on in the Church and in the world. We must with the Holy Spirit's help, as it comes to us in various ways, read and understand the signs of the times, so that we can recognize occasions when we must make a stand for what is right and good, or seize an opportunity for doing God's work that may not come to us again.
Thus, with God's help, may those dreadful words that Christ spoke over Jerusalem not be said of His people today; instead, may they hear this: "Blessed are those servants whom the master finds awake when he comes."
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