
Lay Reader Sermon Series I


The Tenth Sunday after Trinity


psalter:
Psalms 42 & 43
1st lesson:
Lamentations 1:1-12
2nd lesson:
Luke 19:41-48
"Visitations"
"And when he was come near, he beheld the city, and wept over it, saying. If thou hadst known, even thou, at least in this thy day, the things which belong unto thy peace! but now thy are hid from thine eyes, . . because thou knewest not the time of thy visitation.!"
The Messiah, the fulfillment of Biblical prophecy, was drawing near to Jerusalem, but the city was losing its great opportunity for salvation because it did not realize the significance of the occasion, did not know the time of their visitation. A visitation was a time when God was drawing near in some definite way, offering His salvation. Those to whom it was offered could accept it, to their great good; or they could reject it, thus calling down judgment on themselves as they refused God's way. The Exodus and the giving of the Law and the first Covenant at Sinai were the great visitations of the Old Covenant; and the coming of Christ, with all that He taught and did, was the great visitation which inaugurated the New Covenant.
The word "visitation" in the New Testament comes from the same word that came to mean "episcopal" and "bishop." So it reminds us of the Bishop's visitation to our congregation, and what that means to us. It's an opportunity to be with him and to grow in the faith. His presence reminds us of our place in the diocesan family and in the whole Church. He is a living, tangible link with the Church both in the present and in the past. As has been pointed out before, to be in communion with a true and faithful bishop in apostolic succession from the Lord and His Apostles is to know that we are, by God's grace, in a branch of that Church founded by Christ Himself; and that's a great blessing, because of what life is like in the fellowship of God's people; and it's a blessing in which all people are invited to participate.

The writer of this sermon once knew of a parish that didn't like its bishop very well, so his visits weren't very happy affairs, because his hosts weren't very cordial. But their attitude eventually changed, and the presence of the bishop could bring some of the benefits that it was supposed to, because they were ready for his visits.

The bishop always lets us know well ahead of time when he's coming, so that we can be prepared for him. But God's visitations aren't always expected, or the exact time isn't known be forehand. If you will excuse a reference to the Sunday funnies, they are like the parson's visits in "Snuffy Smith." He drops in unexpectedly; Snuffy and his family don't know when he's coming, and aren't always ready for his calls. In a recent episode. Snuffy and Loweezy get into a fuss, and are about to go at each other with a large pan and the "breshbroom" but just then, Jughaid sees the parson coming, and calls out, "Looky who's headin' this way! In the last frame, we see Loweezy in the rocking chair, with Snuffy on her lap, and everything is sweetness and light. But the parson is not fooled; he stands in the doorway, looking at them, and says rather sadly, "They been at it ag'in."

So we must be ready at any time for God's visitations. There is a whole series of parables of our Lord which teach this responsibility of being morally and spiritually alert and aware. One is about servants waiting for their master to come home from a wedding party. They don't know the time of his arrival, but they must be ready to unlock the door for him when he returns. The Lord concludes, "Blessed are those servants whom the master finds awake when he comes." (Luke 12:35-38) Or if the owner of a house had known at what time of the night a thief was coming, he would not have let him break in. "Therefore you also must be ready; for the Son of man is coming at an hour you do not expect." (Matthew 24:43-44) And this: "Who then is the faithful and wise servant, whom his master has set over his household, to give them their food at the proper time? Blessed is that servant whom his master when he comes will find so doing." (Matthew 24:45-46)
Are God's visitations coming to us? It may seem like a very improbable thing. But Scripture teaches us, and Advent reminds us of this again every year, that history is moving toward the goal of fulfillment and completion in Christ, when He will be all in all. He didn't say, "If the Son of man comes . . ," but, "When the Son of man comes . . ," – When He "comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then he will sit on his glorious throne. Before him will be gathered all the nations . . ." (Matthew 25:31-32). We must be ready!
It is a somber thought, but we know that our lives are all moving toward the destiny of all human beings, when God calls us home, and we come to what is called the "particular judgment" that awaits each one of us. As the writer of the Epistle to the Hebrews said, "It is appointed for men once to die, and after that comes judgment." (Hebrews 9:27) With trust in Christ as our Lord and Savior, and in the fellowship of the Church, we must be ready!
In this world, there are times or occasions again and again when people's moral and spiritual character is revealed. Such are times of God's visitation, of His judgment. The book of the Wisdom of Solomon, in the Apocrypha, says that such visitations reveal who the righteous are: "In the time of their visitation they will shine forth." (Wisdom 3:7) Our Lord spoke of His coming into the world as the coming of light; the light inevitably resulted in judgment, because some "men loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil . . . But he who does what is true comes to the light, that it may be clearly seen that his deeds have been wrought in God." (John 3:19-21)
Any time of moral or spiritual decision is a time of God's visitation, in which people make known where their allegiance lies. We must be ready!
We are prepared for these times by being faithful in the practice of our  faithful in public and private prayer and worship; faithful when we feel inclined to be faithful, and when we don't feel that way.

We are ready by living by the commandments of God – to love God with all of our being, and our neighbors as ourselves; to follow the moral commandments as interpreted by the Lord; as Saint Peter wrote, we must "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)
We must be ready by having our eyes open to what is going on in the church and in the world – to 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.

By God's grace, we must be ready for His visitations, so that these dreadful words need not be spoken about us, "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." But instead hear these joyful words: "Blessed are those servants whom the master finds awake when he comes."
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