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Children of Light
Sometimes when I hear the news and see what is happening, I feel spooked about our times and the seasons in which we live.  Maybe the Christians in Thessalonica felt that same way when Paul wrote this letter.  
The passage starts off dark and a bit scary.  Paul says he doesn’t need to write them about the times and the seasons because they already know that Jesus will return like a thief in the night.  Thieves in the night come quietly and unannounced.  They come when we are not prepared.  It is an odd image really to describe the return of our Lord. It goes back to Jesus himself.
I think Paul is saying that just when things get all tamped down and shoved in place, so that the world says there is peace and security, all hell brakes loose.  On the political level, this reminds me of the fall of the Soviet Union that left us as the sole major military and political power in the world.  There were a few years where we felt some peace and security but than came 9/11 with its sudden destruction, like labor pains upon a pregnant woman, and there was no escape.  The world didn’t know we were pregnant with violence when suddenly we gave birth to it.  I am not talking about just the United States but the whole world.  On that day the whole world gave birth to more violence.  
It sounds like I am interpreting the terrorist attack as the day of the Lord that will come like a thief in the night.  That’s not quite what I mean.  What I mean to say is that the world’s peace is not permanent because it is based on violence and coercion so that just when we think we have the lid on, it blows off, like the Arab Spring.  I am using Paul’s notion of the day of the Lord as a metaphor for the activity of the Spirit in the world.  The crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus has set loose a force in the world that always resists repression so that just when the repressors think they have it under control, it breaks loose from another quarter.  This is as inevitable as labor pains coming upon a pregnant woman.   It is inescapable.  It is built in to the order of things.  
Those in charge of administering the world’s form of peace and security based on power, repression and exclusion can’t see this coming.  “But you, beloved, are not in darkness, for that day to surprise you like a thief; for you are children of light and children of the day; we are not of the night or of darkness.”  We know something the world doesn’t know.  We see the things hidden since the foundation of the world because the cross has revealed them.  We see how the world works.  It is not hidden from us.  Our eyes have been opened and for this reason we are children of the light and of the day.  
The cross has revealed what has been hidden and this is straight Paul and fully consistent with the Gospels.  The cross revealed humanities desperate game of pushing its negative energy; its rivalry, envy, jealousy and violence into a handy scapegoat, so that the pressures within did not explode into all-against-all.  This is how the world attempts to maintain peace, but that peace, based on victimization never lasts.  It always leads to more violence as surely as a woman’s pregnancy leads to birth.  In the cross, God’s son allowed himself to get caught up in this mechanism so powerful and hidden that only Jesus’ death and resurrection could reveal it and breaks its power.  With it broken we see what has been hidden.  It is no longer secret, a dark mystery at the core of reality, a hidden driver propelling us toward destruction.  This is why Paul says we are children of the light.  We know that violence and war will inevitably come.  Its coming does not surprise us.  Wars and rumors of wars are to be expected as long as we use the world’s way of attempting to keep the peace.  Only the way of Jesus offers an alternative and when he comes a second time, like a thief in the night, it will catch the world unaware and have nothing to do with violence what-so-ever.  
Think about it.  Even his first coming was like a thief in the night.  No one expected the crucified Jesus to do anything besides die and disappear.  It was a total surprise when he reappeared and proceeded to judge those who killed him.  And then the judgment turned out to be forgiveness.  Our risen Lord forgives his killers and does not seek vengeance on them.  All of this was a surprise.
James Alison, in his book, Raising Abel, uses the image of a resurrected Abel coming like a thief in the night to his brother Cain.  It was Cain, of course, who killed Abel.  Lying in his bed, Cain senses the thief moving in the darkness and doesn’t know who it is.  He knows he is too weak to fight off the intruder and believes the long awaited time of his death has arrived.  Then Abel reveals himself to Cain, whispering words of forgiveness, giving Cain’s life back to him!  

We are the sons and daughters of Cain and Jesus is the resurrected Abel giving our lives back to us.  Now we can live in gratitude and without fear.  It is like receiving a kidney transplant only much bigger and with farther-reaching consequences.  (On this Sunday we are celebrating the donation of a kidney from one person to another with both of them present to receive the support and encouragement of the community.)  Now we know who we are.  We are the forgiven, the loved, and those set free to love.  As Paul says, “Now we are all children of light and children of the day; we are not of the night or of darkness.” 
Knowing this, Paul says, “So then let us not fall asleep as others do, but let us keep awake and be sober.”  Don’t fall asleep lulled into unconsciousness about how the world is.  Don’t be taken in by the world’s charms; drifting with the culture as it oozes out.  No!  Keep alert, keep awake and be sober.  Do not allow ourselves to get drunk on the wine of what everybody else is drinking.  Those who sleep, sleep at night—and we know it is day.  Those who drink, drink at night and it is not night.  Christ has shed light on what is real.  This is not the time to dumb down our senses and relax our stance.  In daytime, we remain sober and in our soberness there are certain things we do.

We put on the breastplate of faith and love.  Breastplates cover our central torso, our vital organs that must be protected.  I picture it being like those bonded metals in frying pans with faith on the inside and love on the outside.  The inner part is an absolute faith in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus.  This is the core of everything, for it contains our anthropology and theology, our understanding of the human and God, all contained in this central event in history.  I stand with Paul who says put on Christ, wear him, make him the center of every relationship.  Let him be the mediator between you and every other person, thing and idea.  

With faith as the inner layer, let love be the outer.  It is what the world sees and it absorbs the blows the world gives.  This morning we are witness to an incredible act of love.  And underneath this love, there is a core of faith.  (I know this is an impossibly demanding way to live and we all fail, but that is why we have confession almost every Sunday.  It allows us to start fresh each week and not get discouraged.)
For a helmet, we put on the hope of salvation; not the knowledge of salvation; for that would make us frighteningly sure of ourselves, like kamikaze pilots or terrorists who blow themselves up assured of their eternal destiny.  No, hope is softer, more human and vulnerable, more self-examining and dependent on another for its fulfillment.  It is the feeling and the belief that at a deep level all is well because of what Jesus has already done.  
And then Paul puts out this incredible sentence that contradicts so much of our popular theology.  He says, “For God has destined us not for wrath but for obtaining salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ, who died for us, so that whether we are awake or asleep we may live with him.”  The sentence surprises us.  It suddenly changes tone jmid-stream.  The “not” reverses our usual flow toward wrath.  The world’s way is toward wrath.  But we are not destined for wrath; we are destined for obtaining salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ. And it doesn’t matter whether we are asleep or awake, we live with him.   
Paul wants the people at Thessalonica to encourage one another and build each other up with these words.  Fan the flames of faith.  Remind each other of these truths.  Reinforce each others perception of reality, grounded as they are in the cross and resurrection of Jesus Christ, our Lord.  Encourage each other to see the world the way it is and defend against the allure of drunkenness and sleep, “as indeed you are already doing.”

We are already doing this.  This is encouragement pushing us in the direction we are already going.  You are on the right track.  Keep on it.  Your momentum is going in the right direction; keep going!  We know who we are; we are children of the light.  Thanks be to God.
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