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Wystan Hugh Auden, who published as W. H. Auden, born in England and later an American citizen, is regarded by many as one of the last century’s greatest writers and poets.  I like best his poem called For the Time Being: A Christmas Oratorio.  Less than three days since the end of the season of Christmas, it seems like a good time to share a portion of it with you, especially since Auden seems more interested in the contemporary significance of the nativity event than in trying to create a linguistic tableau of the Birth two thousand years ago.  A few lines, now, from A Christmas Oratorio:



Well, so that is that.  Now we must dismantle the tree,




Putting the decorations back into their cardboard boxes – 




Some have gotten broken – and carrying them up to the attic.




The holly and the mistletoe must be taken down and burnt.




And the children got ready for school.  There are enough




Left-overs to do, warmed up, for the rest of the week – 




Not that we have much appetite, having drunk such a lot,




Stayed up so late, attempted – quite unsuccessfully – 




To love all of our relatives, and in general




Grossly overestimated our powers.  Once again




As in previous years we have seen the actual Vision and failed




To do more than entertain it as an agreeable




Possibility, once again we have sent him away,




Begging though to remain His disobedient servant,




The promising child who cannot keep His word for long.




And already the mind begins to be vaguely aware



Of an unpleasant whiff of apprehension at the thought




Of Lent and Good Friday which cannot, after all, now




Be very far off.  But, for the time being, here we all are…




The Time Being is, in a sense, the most trying time of all…




There are bills to be paid, machines to keep in repair, 




Irregular verbs to learn, the Time Being to redeem




From insignificance…

The Time Being is our time.  The present time.  Now.  “The Time Being is, in a sense, the most trying time of all…There are bills to be paid, machines to keep in repair, irregular verbs to learn, the Time Being to redeem from insignificance.”
Across many years of pastoral conversations and certainly in my own life, all the more as the years pile on, there is a common thread of wanting our lives to count for something before they are over, wanting them in their own ways to be significant.  I do think there is a progression in what we judge makes them so.  In younger years, we often feel a burst of significance as we accumulate “things” and the material prizes of success.  Later, significance is more “spiritual,” things like enjoying a truly loving relationship, being a part of a community in which we feel we really belong, serving others and contributing to the common good.  Finally, in our maturing years, it is a deepening simpatico with God, living in harmony with God’s heart, and being at peace.
Our lives, of course, always are significant whether we feel them to be or not.  We are baptized into significance.  Our baptismal liturgy has the officiant say to the one who is being baptized, “See what love the Father has given us that we should be called the children of God; and so we are; and so you are.”  And then the sign of the cross is made on the forehead of the baptized, the officiant declaring, “You have been sealed by the Holy Spirit in baptism, and marked as Christ’s own forever.”  I do not know how life gets any more significant than that and, soon or late and by God’s grace, we come around to knowing that.  Knowing it not with our intellect, for if we are around church very much at all, we know it in that way.  I mean knowing it viscerally, existentially, experientially.  “Our hearts are restless until they find their rest in Thee, O God,” St. Augustine famously said.  And the psalmists, almost all of them in one way or another, said as David did in the 63rd, “O God, you are my God, I seek you, and my soul thirsts for you, my flesh faints for you, as in a dry and weary land where there is no water.”  When we truly know that we belong to God, as our baptism tells us we do, and that, as St. Paul says, “Whether we live or whether we die, we belong to the Lord,” then we can begin to relax a bit, breathe, and taste the joy of salvation as we live our lives in a way that have about them the ring of truth and the smile of contentment.
I am the first to admit that doing so is not so easy.  We live in the world and the world has its ways and means and many of them run counter to the ways and means of God.  We are bombarded almost every day with messages – not that we are loved beyond compare by the God of the universe before we do anything to earn it, not that we are acceptable in God’s sight before we do anything to make us so, not that there is a wideness in God’s mercy that is as wide as the sea – but that we have to prove our worth, that we cannot really trust others, that the world’s resources are scarce and we have to compete with others to get our share of them, that the more money we have the more successful and powerful we are, that our own particular sins put us beyond the forgiveness of God.  You know what I mean.  Most of us have labored and suffered under the world’s judgments for much of our lives and they become our inner voice and we begin to believe them rather than God’s assurances.

So how do we begin to break loose of the lies we allow the world to tell us until we come to believe them to be the way things really are and so miss out on the peace that comes from God?  Remember how Jesus told the disciples, “My peace I give to you.  I do not give as the world gives.  So do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not let them be afraid”?  The answer is not a popular one in the world today.  Breaking loose of the lies the world tells us in favor of kingdom-of-God lives involves surrendering which means “yielding to the power of another,” in this case, God.
The first act in the life of Jesus as an adult as Mark tells of it is an act of surrender:  “In those days, Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan.  As Jesus came up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove on him.  And a voice came from heaven, ‘You are my Son, the Beloved, with you I am well pleased.”  Baptism was for Jesus and should be for us a reminder that God is the central actor in our lives, that our lives are properly Spirit-centered and not self-centered, that our lives have first and last to do with God and what God is doing in our lives, and only then and secondarily what we are doing.
I have a friend who is a minister who for a while was working with a spiritual director to help him gain some clarity about his relationship with God.  He visited with his spiritual director on a monthly basis, sharing with her what was going on in his life, where his moments of joy and struggle were happening, and how hard he was working for the church.  After a few months of this sort of conversation, the spiritual director said to my friend, “Are you ever going to let God do anything in your life?”   Some of us are programmed to keep such tight-fisted control of our lives that there seems to be little place for God to enter.

Baptism is a way that God has chosen for us to be reminded that God is absolutely and irretrievably committed to us.  The story is told of how Martin Luther, when darkness would begin to overwhelm him or he would begin to lose heart or the tempests blew too hard or the demons stalked too closely, would say to himself, “I’ve been baptized!  I’ve been baptized!  I’ve been baptized.”  He was reminding himself of God’s commitment to him and God’s presence and that there was nothing that could separate him from God’s love.
Though we have not often, if ever, practiced it in this congregation, Presbyterian liturgy provides a rite for the renewal of our baptism.  It is not a re-baptism, for we are baptized only once.  But a renewing of our baptism reminds us of God’s fierce and fecund love for us and how our lives are hid with Christ in God.  Our lives are linked with Christ in God.  And, as Paul asked the Romans, “If God be for us, who can be against us?”
In a few moments, after we sing one of the great hymns of our faith, you are going to be invited to get up from your seats and come to the baptismal font where, with water, one of our pastors will trace the sign of the cross on your forehead and say to you, “You have been sealed by the Holy Spirit in baptism, and marked as Christ’s own forever.”  Just a reminder that, as with baptism itself, it matters not which of the four of us mark your forehead for it is not a matter of our goodness that makes it effective in our lives, but God’s. (If it did depend on us, I’d tell you to go to Wendy, or Bruce, or maybe Don! ()
At our Ash Wednesday service each year, the opportunity is offered to have the sign of the cross traced on your forehead with ashes while a pastor says to you, “From dust have you come and to dust you shall return.”  It is a sign of our mortality, that we live and we die.  But baptism and the tracing of the cross reminds us that “as we die with Christ, so, too, are we raised with Christ to new and eternal life” and that new life does not start at some future time, but right here and right now, in the Time Being which is redeemed from insignificance by the glory of God bestowed on us.
Remember that you are baptized and may it bring you peace.

Amen.

