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A Homily preached by           “God is not dead, but perhaps atheism is dead.”
The Rev’d Jo Popham        Fourth Sunday in Advent

December 18, 2011
Philippians 4:4

John 1:19

I receive a Christian Quotation of the Day via email. There was too much irony in

yesterday’s reading for me not address it. Friday Christopher Hitchens the outspoken

provocative and most intellectual atheist died. And then Saturday I was reminded by a

few words from a theologian I admire Fred Buechner’s book Wishful Thinking, A

Theological ABC that “It is as impossible for us to demonstrate the existence of God as it

would be for even Sherlock Holmes to demonstrate the existence of Arthur Conan

Doyle.”1 “God, the blessed and only Ruler, the King of kings and Lord of lords, who

alone is immortal and who lives in unapproachable light, whom no one has seen or can

see. To him be honor and might forever. Amen.2

Hitchens did not know God. Yet, God has been revealing himself to us ever since

creation, by sending us the law, by the sword, through kings and judges. And finally, in

time, when we were ready to accept God in the form of God’s son, Jesus the Christ was

sent to reveal God to us. John recognized Jesus in the womb. And John as a grown man

witnessed God and told the people about Jesus “The true light, which enlightens

everyone, was coming into the world. He was in the world, and the world came into

being through him; yet the world did not know him.”3 And John taught saying “No one

has ever seen God. It is God the only Son, who is close to the Father’s heart, who has

made him known.”4

John was sent to prepare the way – to prepare us human beings to receive the one who

would reveal God to us. Hitchens would have had people believe that God is dead. Yet,

every year we modern people wait. As enlightened as we are we wait. We wait for the
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coming of Christ among us in a very real way. For 2000 years we have believed that God

can and does come anew to all the time, and not just at Christmas time. Perhaps it is

atheism that is dead, my friends. God is here among us! We may not be able to prove it,

but we feel it. Do we need reminding? Yes, we are a society filled with fears and

anxieties. And we doubt. But we know the presence of God with us through God’s son,

even if we need to help one another remember at times.

Paul wrote to remind new Christians about the coming of Christ among them, to

renew their faith. If the first century believers needed reminding, then surely we 21st

century believers need to be reminded. Paul was an artist at this, so we read and reread

his letters because we are very like those to whom he wrote.

Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we had the correspondence that prompted Paul’s letters?

We do however, have historians accounts of what the Roman world was like when

Paul was writing to the church at Philippi. Paul wrote to the Philippians from jail where

he was lived under the threat of death by the Romans, a people that many historians have

described as brutal and corrupt. And yet Paul spoke to the Philippians earlier in his letter

about living lives that were honorable, just, pure, pleasing, commendable, excellent and

worthy of praise. Paul held two opposing views of the world in his mind, and yet he

seemed always to be able to offer hope and joy in the face of despair. He even told the

Philippians to rejoice.

Scholars believe that Paul tried to wrap up this letter earlier, but concerns about the

young community of believers – young in their faith that is – compelled him to continue

to write. At the end of his letter he used the word rejoice which was a common way to

day goodbye in the Greek world, but some – including myself – think Paul meant rejoice

literally. Paul had often written of the joy and crown of our Lord. ““For what is our hope

or joy or crown of boasting before our Lord Jesus at his coming? Is it not you? Yes, you

are our glory and joy!”5
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And in today’s Epistle the Philippians were encouraged – and I encourage us – to

rejoice because the Lord is at hand. If we are anxious, now is the time to set those

anxieties aside and enjoy the Lord’s coming. And so wait – just a wee bit longer – for

Christ to come anew into our hearts and minds and souls. God is not dead. “The Lord is

near.”6 In the original it is marana tha, the Aramaic expression transliterated into the

Greek meaning “our Lord, come” (come Lord Jesus, come.) or “our Lord is come”

(Christ has come.).  The use of this language here in Philippians and later in Paul’s letter

to the church at Corinth suggests that this was and early prayer originating in the

Palestinian church.7 And so let us pray:

May we be God’s glory and joy and allow God through his son Jesus the Christ to

“work within us … to accomplish abundantly far more than all we can ask or imagine.”8

Then we can have the peace that passeth all understanding.9

Lord, may it be so. Amen.

                                                  
1 Frederick Buechner (b. 1926), Wishful Thinking: A Theological ABC, revised, HarperCollins, 1993, p.
36.
2  I Timothy 6:15b-16.
3  John 1:9-10.
4  John 1:18.
5  I Thessalonians 2:19-20.
6  Philippians 4:5.
7  I Corinthians 16:22.
8  Ephesians 3:20.
9  Philippians 4:7.


