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Reading from the Epistle to the Hebrews, "It is appointed unto men once to die, but after this the judgment." That is worth hearing again. "It is appointed unto men once to die, but after this the judgment."

That verse sums up what God wants us to face during the season of Advent. Unless Jesus comes back first, we are all going to die. Some time after we die, God is going to judge us--he is going to render an opinion on how we have lived our lives. "It is appointed unto men once to die, but after this the judgment."

Advent gives us the opportunity to see that the news that we are going to die and the news that God is going to judge us are good news--not unpleasant news we should deny or repress or dismiss. Advent tells us that the main purpose of our lives on this earth is to get ourselves ready for death and to get ourselves ready for judgment.

Facing up to death and judgment is like having your alarm clock go off. It is, quite literally, receiving a wake-up call. St. Paul tells us this morning, "Now it is high time to wake out of sleep, for now is our salvation nearer than when we believed."

It's high time to wake up and pull ourselves together. He goes on "the night is far spent, the day is at hand." How much longer are you going to wander around like a sleepwalker, not really knowing where you are or who you are, not really facing how this is all going to end?

In Advent we think about various comings of Jesus--his coming on the first Christmas; his coming onto the stage of human history through the preaching of John the Baptist; his royal coming into his capital city on Palm Sunday. Thinking about those comings helps us get ready for the way we shall see his coming at the end--as our judge.

One of the Prayer Book's collects for Christmas makes the connection perfectly, as it prays, "Grant that as we joyfully receive him for our Redeemer, so we may with sure confidence behold him when he shall come to be our Judge."

But first we must deal with death. The Epistle to the Hebrews tells us that the greatest power the devil has over us is to make us afraid to die. The devil plagues us with questions about how it's going to hurt, and how we are going to be cut off completely and lost, and how we don't really know what goes on when we're dead, so we are best advised just not to think about it too much and to go ahead on the assumption that death is not going to happen to us or to anyone we care about. I hope you don't need me to tell you that that is flawed strategy.

Jesus died and was buried and preached to the dead and came back to

life in a body not primarily to impress us with what God can do. He died and rose to assure us that what happened to him is going to happen to us. He died, but he ended up alive. We are going to wind up alive again too. The answer to the problem of death is, "I am baptized into Jesus' body. What happened to him is going to happen to me."

Dealing with judgment should be somewhat easier, because life-- esecially life in church--is all about judgment--judgment in the sense of being brought up short, being confronted with the fact that you are not what you pretend to be. We act this out in church every time we come here. We are confronted with what God expects of us. That confronts us with the fact that we fall rather short of perfect performance.

Being measured by God's standards is what judgment is. It will be no different on the last day from what it is now. In a moment I shall read you the Long Exhortation--which is really just an expansion of the Invitation to Confession--"Ye who do truly and earnestly repent you..."

The Exhortation tells us how to receive Jesus at the altar worthily- -which is practice for how to face him at the last judgment. Receiving Communion worthily does not mean that you are morally worthy, it means receiving him in a worthy way.

What is the worthy way? In the language of the Exhortation, it requires us, first, "to try and examine" ourselves--take a moral inventory--measure yourself by God's law.. The purpose of the moral inventory is not to congratulate yourself on how good you have been--or how much better you have been than you might have been. The purpose is to get you to repent.

After an honest moral inventory, the only possible conclusion is, "God be merciful to me a sinner. I have done wrong, but I am sorry, and I want to do better." God replies, "I forgive you, I died for you. Get on with it." Receiving Jesus at the altar worthily requires the same thing as facing him at the last judgment properly does--a penitent heart.

"It is appointed unto men once to die, and after this the judgment." Advent tells us to go ahead and face those facts, because in Jesus God has given us the way to deal with those facts. In his mercy, he has also given us time to get good at dealing with them before it is too late.

"The night is far spent, the day is' at hand: let us therefore cast off the works of darkness, and let us put on the armor of light.... Repent ye, for the kingdom of God is at hand."
