December 1, 2019
Psalm 122
RoboBlessing
When we have peace, we are truly blessed.

##

BLESSING
ROBOTS

##

AT A GLANCE: 
BlessU-2 is a robotic priest who offers blessings when activated by a tap on its touchscreen chest. A weary pilgrim can even stipulate which language — as long as it is German, English, French, Spanish or Polish. When the blessing is offered, BlessU-2 raises its robot arms and pronounces a blessing. Really? Really. Which leads us to this psalm in which we find several blessings, and the focus of the blessings is peace. 
EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “The Insomniac Christian,” December 1, 2013. 

Robots have been around for a while. A long while. At least the concept of robots. The ancient Greeks and Egyptians had visions of artificial companions, servants and soldiers. Dragon’s teeth might be sown in a field and soldiers would pop up to defend the gods. Vulcan forged handmaidens out of gold. And so on. 
In recent history, robots have also captured the imagination of us mortals. Slowly, mechanical servants have become a part of our mundane lives. Machines wash our clothes and dishes with little human interaction. Robots have been programmed to work in factories and have replaced the human worker on many assembly lines. 
In the 1950s, humanoid robots usually looked like tin men and had a funnel or colander on their heads.
The Star Wars franchise brought to the screen the most lovable robots of all time: R2-D2 and C-3PO. 
RoboCop (1987, 2014) generated debate as to the extent that robots could replace humans in vital roles. Thirty years after the 1987 movie, robocops are patrolling the streets in Dubai (see Illustrations below).   
Millions of non-humanoid robots are vacuuming carpets in households around the world.
And now, a robot priest in Germany is blessing worshipers in five languages.
If there’s one occupation impervious to automation, surely it’s the priesthood, right? You can’t simply remove the pastor from his or her role and insert a robot made of metal, plastic and circuit boards. For one thing, robots could be very difficult to fit for a robe; the stole would keep sliding off the shoulders as well. 
Could you program a robot to tell bad jokes?
And then there are denominational concerns. Would a Presbyterian robot differ in appearance and function from that of a Missouri Synod Lutheran robot?
And yet …

Bless you, my child	
In Germany, a robot has been developed to offer blessings to congregants. It’s called BlessU-2 — which sounds like it might be a robot that says “gesundheit” every time you sneeze. It’s German, after all.
Instead, the robot will bless you, upon request.
It’s made from the body of an ATM machine. It’s activated by a touch screen on its chest. It gives you the option of hearing your blessing in a male or female voice. It asks you the language you’d like to hear — German, English, French, Spanish or Polish.
Then, BlessU-2 raises its robot arms and pronounces a blessing.
Another robot, SanTO listens to confession, recites Bible verses and has been used successfully in nursing homes “to provide comfort and assistance to the elderly” (Heilweil). 
Robots are not unique to Christianity. In Beijing, Xian’er is a robot that chants mantras and dispenses Buddhist wisdom to temple worshipers. 
There’s no word yet about rabbi robots or imam robots. 
Perhaps the robot priest would utter some of the blessings found in this Psalm. 

The blessing of going to church
Unless a robot is developed that could hop in a self-driving car and make house calls, you are never going to receive a robot blessing if you stay home.
Someone evidently said to the psalmist, “Hey, let’s go to temple today.”
And the psalmist replied, “Great idea!” And later, he wrote this little song, the lyrics of which begin, “I was glad when they said unto me, ‘Let us go to the house of the Lord’” (v. 1).
This sounds genuine. He really was truly glad.
This is noteworthy because you have to wonder if this is the honest emotion of the heart and mind in many for whom “church” has become something of an obligation.
Have we lost the “glad” part of worship?
How is “glad” expressed? Can we tell if a person is glad?
The “glad” part is generated deep within our souls, not only — perhaps not even primarily — because of our love for God, but because we anticipate eagerly our interaction and connections with others who will likewise be worshiping God with us. 
Studies have repeatedly underscored the value of the physical, emotional and psychological health of churchgoers compared to non-churchgoers. Christianity Today reported earlier this year that “a new study by Pew Research has found that people who practice a religion are happier and more engaged in their communities than the rest of the population.” (For more, see Illustrations below.) That sounds like “glad.” 
So “glad” is not always about God; being happy is not just about God — it’s about others.
If the congregation, then, is grumpy and gloomy, a lot of people are not likely to be glad, and if people are not glad, going to church is a practice that is not sustainable for the long term. 
And if they don’t go to church, they’re missing out on a blessing.
No blessing from a robot. No blessing from a pastor. No blessing from a friend. 
They’re missing a blessing.
Being with the company of the faithful results in blessing and it results in gladness of heart and spirit.
So, pastor, what is the “glad” index of your congregation? Do you need a robot to dispense some blessings, or can you handle this without the robot? 
Can you have a robot-free church, or is your congregation so hard up for blessing resources, you need to order one of these BlessU-2 automatons?

Blessings R Us!
So, since the topic is blessings, and absent a robot, the preacher can now bless the congregation and explain what’s going on. 
Here’s a blessing from verse 6: “May they prosper who love you.”
The “you” in this sentence, of course, is Jerusalem. The writer hopes that there will be many people who will love the city of God, and he wishes for prosperity for those who do. 
His thinking is a sign of the high regard he has for this city — a city that is central to the plan that God has for his people. 
It’s a touching thought, and one that can be carried over on a personal level. To say, “May they prosper who love you,” is to say that the “you” is valued and considered dear. It expresses a desire that all people will have a network of those who love and care for them, and that these people, in so doing, will prosper. 
No one can be certain what type of prosperity the writer has in mind. But clearly, when we are among those who love others, a certain kind of inner prosperity, inner health and inner well-being is sure to ensue. And the love we offer will surely bless and uplift the “you” of our affections and support.  

A second blessing found in this psalm is “Peace be within your walls” (v. 7).
This blessing expresses an aspiration for the well-being of a community. The walls refer to the walls of the city. The hope is that peace may come to the neighborhoods and communities who live within these walls. 
Today, we live and work in more than one community. We have the community defined by the streets and lanes of our neighborhood. We also have the community in our workplace. And we also have our spiritual community that we find in our church. It is entirely fitting that as pastors we offer this blessing: that peace might be within these walls — the walls of community, work and church. 
The implication here is that peace is not always within these walls. Our neighborhoods are too often divided by economic and ethnic strife. Our office relationships are likewise too often a source of tension rather than blessing. And, it is sad to say, even in the church community, discord and griping are more common than love and charity.
Forgive we now each other’s faults
as we our faults confess;
And let us love each other well
in Christian holiness.

Let strife among us be unknown,
let all contention cease;
Be God’s the glory that we seek,
be ours God’s holy peace.
	—“Where Charity and Love Prevail,” UMH 549)

We can be grateful to those who devote so much time and energy into promoting peace within the walls of neighborhoods, cities, workplaces and churches. 
A third blessing is found in verse 8. Notice how the area is now slightly more defined. It will narrow even further with the fourth blessing. Here, however, the prayer is that there might be “security within your towers” (v. 7). 
This is a reference to the fortifications on the walls of Jerusalem. So the focus shifts from the larger area of the walls, to specific points along the walls, namely the towers. The hope is that these towers will provide protection for weary pilgrims as well as for the citizens within the walls. The towers are symbols of security and safety.
So when the psalmist says, “May security be within your towers,” he is expressing the hope that Jerusalem and its pilgrims and inhabitants will be safe. 
It is important that peace is first brokered between warring parties. Without peace there can be no safety.
Perhaps this is why we value peace. When we have peace, we feel safe. 
Whether it is peace in the neighborhood or peace at work, peace in the house or peace in our church, we feel safer, more secure and happier than when peace is absent.
Something else might be suggested here: our need to have a safe space. Schools are working hard to be places which are safe for children. People need to be safe in churches. We need to be safe in our own homes from abuse and danger.
And some of us more than others need our own space — a serenity space. We need a place where — even if it is only for 20-30 minutes — the world can be shut out, and we can be shut in to ourselves. Sometimes, these “towers” become very important. They are towers of hope and peace, places where we’re safe and can recharge.

The final blessing narrows the focus even more: “May peace be within you” (v. 8). The progression has moved from the community to the towers and now to the heart.
Once again, the assumption is that too often peace is not within us.
Something else is within us.
What is within us?
Anger? Bitterness? Ingratitude? Pettiness? A longstanding grudge? A lust for something or someone we cannot have? Dissatisfaction?
Are these things within us?
Where is the peace?
Truth is, behind the walls of our personal lives is a reality that bears no resemblance to peace. Our relationships might be fraught with tension, uncertainty, discord and perhaps even abuse. It is also possible that many people are likely to confess that within the walls of their hearts, the emotional turbulence is terrifying.
Appearances are often — if not usually — deceptive.
Neve Tzedek (which means “Oasis of Justice”) is a Jewish neighborhood outside the ancient walled city of Jaffa in Israel, and not far from Tel Aviv. Today, it is a fashionable and desirable place to live thanks to an array of shops (ceramics, jewelry, housewares), trendy cafes and bars and the restoration of many old houses. 
Some of these houses, while being refurbished and designed within, have also been given a highly distinctive façade — beautiful to be sure — behind which the old house sits. The façade bears little resemblance in design or style to the house it fronts. One can tell little about the house simply by looking at its exterior.
A fancy façade hiding a fake existence is not what the psalmist wishes for us. He doesn’t want us to have a life in which the front yard is beautiful, but the back yard is a mess.
The blessing in this psalm expresses the wish — the hope — that peace might be within our “walls,” security might be within our towers and that peace might be within us.  
God wants us to have peace.
Peace is a huge theme in the Bible.
Jesus talks about the peace he wants to leave with us.
The apostle Paul prays that the “peace of God which passes all understanding will guard your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus” (Philippians 4:8).
So, pastor, in the absence of a robot, you may now bless this congregation: 
May they prosper who love you;
May peace be within your walls;
May you have security in your towers, and
May peace be within you.

Robot blessings from a jerry-rigged ATM machine might serve a useful purpose. 
But there’s another truth: The church exists in part so that the people of the church can bless each other and to bring the word of peace.
Peace is so huge.
Without it, we cannot feel safe.
But with it, all other blessings come true.
Stephen W. Gaines, Timothy Merrill, Jarrod Neal, Frank C. Norris, Melanie Silva, Michael G. Wallen and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Possible Preaching Themes:
· Why go to church?
· Is peace possible in the Middle East?
· We can pray for the peace of Jerusalem. But is that all we can do? 
· What has to happen for peace to be born in a community, a city, a nation or a life?

Sources:
“‘BlessU-2’: Robot priest delivers blessings to German worshipers in 5 languages.” rt.com. May 30, 2017.
“Dubai’s first ‘Robocop’ begins patrolling streets.” rt.com. May 22, 2017.
Heilweil, Rebecca. “Do robots have a place in religion?” The Wall Street Journal, March 30-31, 2019, B4. 	
“Religious people are happier than others, according to research,” February 1, 2019. christianitytoday.com. Retrieved April 26, 2019.
Sherwood, Harriet. “Robot priest unveiled in Germany to mark 500 years since Reformation.”  theguardian.com. May 30, 2017.

THE OTHER TEXTS
DECEMBER 1, 2019, Cycle A
Isaiah 2:1-5
What Does the Text Say?
One traditional meaning of the name Jerusalem is “City of Peace,” and today’s reading clearly reflects this traditional understanding of — and hope for — the Bible’s most famous and best-loved city. Today’s reading is in three parts: (a) a superscription (v. 1); (b) a prophetic oracle of salvation about Jerusalem (vv. 2-4); and (c), the opening words of the following oracle of judgment about the house of Jacob (v. 5). The superscription locates the following oracle in a specific but general historical setting: “concerning Judah and Jerusalem” (v. 1). The opening words of the oracle temporally locate the events it describes “in days to come” (v. 2). The purpose of Zion’s elevation to prominence is to draw nations to the locus of divine revelation here described as God’s “ways,” “paths,” “instruction” and “the word of the LORD” (all found in v. 3). This revelation from “the God of Jacob” (v. 3) will serve as the basis for adjudicating conflicts between nations so that war will become obsolete (v. 4). The imagery for which the oracle is perhaps best known — “swords into plowshares” and “spears into pruning hooks” (v. 4) — occurs only in this oracle. The vision is of the peaceable kingdom elaborated elsewhere in the book of Isaiah. At this early stage in the theme’s development, only the social imagery is employed; in its fully developed form, even the natural environment, in the form of normally antagonistic animals, participates in the eschatological cessation of violence that constitutes the redemption of all creation. Isaiah’s vision of the new heaven and the new earth is the fullest version of that idea in the OT, and much later will significantly influence NT writings on the subject. 

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Ain’t Gonna Study War No More. Here is what Wikipedia says about the well-known, African-American spiritual. “Down by the Riverside,” also known as “Ain’t Gonna Study War No More.” The song has many lyrical variations, although usually each stanza follows a standard form, with one sentence that differs from one stanza to the next. The song often begins: “Gonna lay down my sleepy head / Down by the riverside (3x) / Gonna lay down my burden / Down by the riverside.” And then the chorus: “I ain’t gonna study war no more / Study war no more / Ain’t gonna study war no more (3x).” Other lines that can appear in stanzas, in place of “Gonna lay down my burden” include:
    Gonna lay down my sword and shield,
    Gonna stick my sword in the golden sand,
    Gonna try on my long white robe,
    Gonna try on my starry crown,
    Gonna put on my golden shoes,
    Gonna talk with the Prince of Peace,
    Gonna shake hands around the world,
    Gonna cross the river Jordan,
    Gonna climb upon that mountain and
    Gonna climb the road to heaven.
This is the First Sunday of Advent, when churches traditionally light the Candle of Hope. So, you might hold this in reserve for the Second Sunday of Advent when lighting the Candle of Peace. Explain how we might “study peace” instead of “studying war.” Invite a soloist or group to sing the spiritual, or lead the congregation in singing some of the verses. Write a litany in which the response is: “Ain’t gonna study war no more.”
*Homiletics has treated this text once. Select Isaiah in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Romans 13:11-14
What Does the Text Say?
This four-verse pericope is embedded in a lengthy exhortation that stretches from 12:1 to 15:13. Throughout this portion of his letter to the church at Rome, Paul encourages believers to live in ways that are consistent with their faith. While 13:11-14 shares a hortatory purpose with the surrounding material, this specific passage exhibits a heightened urgency. Paul’s exigency is especially notable in verses 11-12, with temporal terms such as “time,” “now” and “moment.” His petition is further intensified with the pronouncement that “Salvation is nearer to us now than when we became believers.” He also presses them with a metaphorical expression “to wake from sleep” because “the night is far gone [], the day is near [].” Given salvation’s proximity, Paul instructs the Roman believers to “lay aside the works [] of darkness and put on the armor [] of light” (v. 12b). The contrasting imagery is effective: Whereas darkness concerns works (labors), light is about protection and preparation for conflict. These dual goals are then developed more explicitly in verses 13-14. Jesus’ disciples are to “live honorably” and put off sins of the flesh such as “reveling,” “drunkenness,” “debauchery,” “licentiousness,” “quarreling” and “jealousy.” As Christians, they are to “put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires.” In sum, followers of Christ are marked by their faithfulness and manner of living.
	
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Set Your Alarm. This text evokes the routine many people go through in the morning as the day begins. You slowly start “to wake from sleep” (v. 11). You are vaguely aware that “the night is far gone, the day is near” (v. 12). You might lay abed for a few minutes, perhaps even doze off. But, finally, you cast aside the bed covers (“Let us then lay aside the works of darkness”), and you get up to face the morning, or the “light.” You get dressed, and the apostle Paul suggests that you “put on the Lord Jesus Christ” (v. 14). You are then prepared to live your day “honorably … not in reveling and drunkenness, not in debauchery and licentiousness, not in quarreling and jealousy” (v. 13).  
*Homiletics has treated this text five times. Select Romans in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Matthew 24:36-44
What Does the Text Say?
We need to compare Jesus’ words in verse 34 with his confession in verse 36. In verse 34, Jesus predicts that the events which will immediately precede the parousia of the Son of Man will occur before those listening to his words have passed away. The first generation of Christians are to expect all the events surrounding the Son of Man’s coming in their lifetimes. But even as Matthew takes care to record these words of Jesus, he and his readers know that they are the second generation of believers, and that no parousia has yet occurred. To reconcile Jesus’ prediction with temporal reality, Matthew carefully juxtaposes verse 36 with Christ’s earlier words. Here, Jesus himself admits that the Father alone, not the Son, not the angels, not anyone else, knows the exact time of the parousia. Verse 39 recalls that the unbelievers who were living unconcerned lives up until the moment Noah entered the ark all suffered a common fate. Verses 43-44 offer the example of the householder who would be ready if he knew what time the thief would try to break in. Matthew makes a strong case for Christians to remain in a perpetual state of readiness.

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Be Ready. Verses 36 through 41 are interesting, but fraught with exegetical landmines and homiletical difficulties. Jesus’ words here are preparatory to his main point — the point on which we preachers should dwell: Be ready. “Keep awake therefore,” he says. Again, in verse 44, this message is repeated: “Be ready.” Explain. Be ready to welcome the presence of Jesus. Be ready to be a servant of God. Be ready to live as we’re supposed to live. Be ready to act in the interests of the kingdom. Be ready to be faithful. 
*Homiletics has treated this text three times. Select Matthew in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Animating Illustrations
BLESSINGS BY ROBOTS. To mark the Protestant Reformation's 500th anniversary, Germany’s Protestant Church in Hesse and Nassau developed a robot that could “bless” humans. The machine, called BlessU-2, was built from the body of an automated-teller machine and fitted with a touchscreen, arms and a face. BlessU-2 could communicate in seven languages and offered several different types of prayers. Another robot called SanTO can hear confessions and offer Bible quotations, which are believed to provide comfort and assistance to the elderly.
—Rebecca Heilweil, “Do robots have a place in religion?” The Wall Street Journal, March 30-31, 2019, B4. 	
##
Here’s an old joke, but it is germane to Psalm 122:1 and works for this material. Perhaps you can personalize to be a joke on yourself.
A conversation overheard on a Sunday morning:
“Jason.”
No answer.
“Jason, honey, it’s time to get up, get cleaned up and go to church!”
“I don’t want to go to church!”
“Well, honey, that may be, but there’s isn’t much time. You’ve got to get up now so we can get off to church.” 
“I don’t want to! They don’t like me down there.”
“Jason, honey, that’s the silliest thing I’ve heard. Now for the last time, get up and go to church!”
“Give me two good reasons why I have to go to church.”
“Okay, first, you’re 52 years old. Second, you’re the pastor! So put on your big-boy pants, and let’s go to church!”
##
The world’s first robot policeman has officially joined Dubai’s police force. While it’s not exactly the RoboCop from the movie, officers in the United Arab Emirates may want to get used to them, as the bots may soon account for a quarter of their colleagues. 
The autonomous Robocop entered the line of duty on Sunday by greeting guests and patrolling the halls at the three-day Gulf Information Security Expo and Conference (GISEC). Plans are in place to have the machine on the streets in popular Dubai areas when the expo ends on Tuesday evening.
“With an aim to assist and help people in the malls or on the streets, the Robocop is the latest smart addition to the force and has been designed to help us fight crime, keep the city safe and improve happiness levels,” said Brigadier-General Khalid Nasser Al Razzouqi, Director-General of Smart Services with the Dubai Police.
“He can chat and interact, respond to public queries, shake hands and offer a military salute,” he added.
Standing at a height of 5 feet, 5 inches (1.7 meters) and weighing in at 220 lbs (100 kg), the Robocop can read a person’s facial expressions and react accordingly in six languages. It can also transmit and receive messages from police, and has a built-in tablet that can be used to pay fines and report crimes.
The cyborg is the first of many that will be joining the frontline if officials are to achieve their ambitious target of staffing 25 percent of the police force with machines by 2030.
The models, which were first unveiled at the Gulf Information Technology Exhibition (GITEX) in 2015, are a central part of Dubai’s plan to create a city that generates half of its own power.
The ambitious self-power plan calls for adopting smart police mechanisms, which would include police stations manned entirely by robots.
—“Dubai’s first ‘Robocop’ begins patrolling streets.” rt.com. May 22, 2017.
##
A Buddhist temple on the edge of Beijing is the last place you would expect to find a robot. But the monks of the Longquan Temple have a robot monk called Xian’er. Through a touch screen held on his tummy, he can answer voice commands and up to 100 questions on Buddhism.
The robot is based on a cartoon character the monks created and is the subject of several best-selling books in Asia. Xian’er was built by Chinese technology companies who offered their expertise to help promote Buddhism in a high-tech way.
—Jen Copestake, “The robot monk offering Buddhist wisdom,” bbc.com, July 5, 2016.
##
A new study by Pew Research has found that people who practice a religion are happier and more engaged in their communities than the rest of the population.
The study also found that religious participation, as opposed to simply being affiliated with a religion, made a difference to levels of happiness.
In the U.S. and many other countries around the world, Pew's analysis revealed a clear link between regular participation in a religious community and higher levels of happiness and civic engagement, specifically, voting in elections and being part of community groups or other voluntary organizations.
“This may suggest that societies with declining levels of religious engagement, like the US, could be at risk for declines in personal and societal well-being,” Pew said.
—“Religious people are happier than others, according to research,” February 1, 2019. christianitytoday.com. Retrieved April 26, 2019.
##
At New York’s Toy Fair, the toy industry’s big February trade show, visitors to Mattel’s booth were greeted, literally, by Hello Barbie, a Wi-Fi–connected doll that uses speech-recognition technology to have real conversations with kids. The prototype was programmed with a few lines of dialogue specific to visiting New York and the Toy Fair, well short of the hours of conversation she’ll be prepared to engage in when she’s released officially later this year. Still, she performed so well that some visitors asked if there was a woman with a microphone hiding behind a curtain, and an unplanned “interview” with CNBC’s Morgan Brennan went off without a hitch. “She went six or seven questions deep,” says former Pixar CTO Oren Jacob, now cofounder and CEO of ToyTalk, the company behind the doll’s conversation technology. “And she crushed it.”
But less than a month later, the advocacy group Campaign for a Commercial-Free Childhood (CCFC), led by director Susan Linn, launched a nationwide crusade urging Mattel to cancel production of the doll. Their concern: ToyTalk’s technology — which records kids’ speech and sends it to a cloud server for analysis — is “seriously creepy” and would allow Barbie (and therefore Mattel) to eavesdrop on children. Media reports popped up suggesting that the doll would always be on, always listening.
—Evie Nagy, “After the fracas over Hello Barbie, ToyTalk responds to its critics,” Fast Company, May 23, 2015. fastcompany.com. Retrieved May 30, 2019.
##
Richard Rohr writes: “What’s happening in prayer is that you’re presenting yourself for the ultimate gaze, the ultimate mirroring, the gaze of God. Little by little you become more naked before that perfectly accepting gaze. It’s like lovemaking. You slowly disrobe and become mirrored perfectly in the gaze of God. You gradually allow yourself to be seen, to be known in every nook and cranny; nothing hidden, nothing denied, nothing disguised. And the wonderful thing is, after a while you feel so safe and you know you don’t have to pretend anymore.”
(Do those who gaze into the touchscreen of the BlessU-2 robot have any sense that there’s someone gazing back at them?)
—Richard Rohr, “Ultimate mirroring,” Richard Rohr’s Daily Meditation for February 21, 2014. Retrieved May 30, 2019.
##
There’s a new employee at Stop & Shop stores, and its name is Marty. Tall, gray and googly-eyed, the robotic worker has stirred a variety of reactions in customers, ranging from anxiety to amusement.
Marty has been deployed at “just over 100 stores in Massachusetts,” according to Jennifer Brogan, director of external communications and community relations at Stop & Shop. ... 
The automaton roams store aisles in search of spills and other tripping hazards using a camera, Brogan said, then alerts employees of the problem. ...
Sky Agnitti, of Northampton, observed that Marty has “sadly” become useful in today’s world, where he said people are more likely to be distracted by a cell phone or reluctant to talk to others. 
“People are oblivious,” Agnitti said, adding that he has noticed customers walk by broken glass on the floor rather than alert an employee of the hazard.
“I don’t think (Marty) is going to put anyone out of a job,” he said, “because someone still needs to show up with a mop and clean the spill.”
—Jacquelyn Voghel, “All eyes on googly eyes: Stop & Shop’s robotic worker, Marty, draws attention,” Daily Hampshire Gazette, April 10, 2019. Gazettenet.com. Retrieved May 30, 2019.
##
Before there was Pepper by Softbank Robotics or even Amazon Echo, there was the Uranai Robo — better known here in the U.S. as the God-Jesus Robot.
The God-Jesus Robot (or more accurately the “Fortune-Telling Robot”) was a Bandai creation, sold in Japan in 1984. Similar to the Magic 8-Ball, though much more silly, players would ask God-Jesus Robot a question to help them find answers to perplexing questions of life. ...
The battery-powered robot can bow its head as well as walk backward and forward. ... The robot will move its head in an affirmative or naysaying direction based on its answer to your question about the future. 
—Margaret Wallace, “Museum of curious toys & games: Bandai’s ‘God-Jesus’ robot (1984),” Medium.com, December 6, 2018. Medium.com. Retrieved May 30, 2019.
##
As a pastor, I still love the benediction. I won’t lie: it’s still partly because it signals the end of worship and an impending meal. But that’s no longer the only reason. I realize now how unique these words of blessing are in a world where words swirl around us all the time — words spoken and sung and written, words from the mouths of friends and strangers and people on television, words on pages and billboards and screens. ...
Children know the power of a blessing. One Sunday during children’s time, I simply offered a blessing to each child who gathered up at the front of the sanctuary. I placed my hand on each head, one at a time: “Lisa, know that God loves you now and always.” There were about a dozen children that morning, and I had never seen them so focused and still. There was no fidgeting or whispering, just waiting and absorbing: “God loves you now and always.”
We adults could take a lesson from the children about how to receive a blessing. Every once in awhile I try to help the adults get there. I say a few words before the benediction: “This blessing is a gift. Let these words settle into you. Carry these words with you — because you just might need these words in the midst of all the other words that will bombard you this week.”
Sometimes there is a moment when we adults kind of get it. But mostly we aren’t as comfortable as the children are with words that demand nothing of us and take nothing from us. We are not well practiced at simply basking in the love God wishes to pour out upon us through the words of benediction.
—Joanna Harader, “Worth the wait: The rare blessing of a benediction,” The Christian Century, July 22, 2016. christiancentury.org. Retrieved May 30, 2019.
##
To give someone a blessing is the most significant affirmation we can offer. It is more than a word of praise or appreciation; it is more than pointing out someone’s talents or good deeds; it is more than putting someone in the light. To give a blessing is to affirm, to say “yes” to a person’s Belovedness.
—Henri J.M. Nouwen, cited by Rebecca Laird and Michael Christensen in The Heart of Henri Nouwen: His Words of Blessing (Crossroad, 2017).
##
Every congregation is trying to figure out how to reach millennials and Gen Z folks. One East Coast congregation I have worked with for six years has figured it out. They have more than doubled their worship attendance with most of the 250 newcomers being millennials or Gen Z.
Worshiping with the congregation last fall, I was struck by a comment from the senior minister: “We welcome you to this non-virtual space.” She then talked about the need for a place where we can unplug from the internet, turn off cellphones, and otherwise disconnect from our internet-driven world. As she spoke, I watched the millennial and Gen Z worshipers nodding in agreement. I found myself nodding in agreement as well!
—John Wimberly, “A non-virtual space,” Congregational Consulting Group blog, May 6, 2019.
congregationalconsulting.org. Retrieved May 30, 2019.

Commentary
Psalm 122
Psalm 122, attributed to or associated with King David, is “a song of ascents.” The superscription in verse 1 of psalms 120-134 refers to the people or priests of Israel as they literally and spiritually were going up to Jerusalem and to the tabernacle or temple located there. (Mount Zion/Jerusalem is elevated above the surrounding areas.) “Ascents” in Hebrew can mean “stairs,” but it has the specialized sense in these psalms of a festive religious pilgrimage or procession. This is confirmed in verse 4, which speaks of the tribes of the Lord (emphasized poetically, by the repetition) going up to Jerusalem “as was decreed for Israel, to give thanks to [to praise/to confess before] the name of the LORD.” The Hebrew word behind “go up” is etymologically related to “ascents.” 

David is joyfully delighted to be a part of this festive procession up to Jerusalem and God’s house. “Bound firmly together” (v. 3) can refer both to the compactness of the old city and to the essential unity of fellowship which God can bring within his holy place; see Psalm 133:1. Verse 4’s “as was decreed for Israel” parallels Deuteronomistic theology, which asserts that it is only at Jerusalem where certain religious festivals/observances are to take place; e.g., Deuteronomy 12:5-28; 16:16 (which in context refer to Jerusalem); cf. 2 Kings 17:9-12. 

Notice the direct address — the “you” language — to Jerusalem in verses 2 and 6b-9. “Thrones for judgment” (v. 5) can refer to the majestic throne of David and his dynasty, or it can mean the place at the city gates where court cases were settled and where justice was rendered. 

The word “house” (bayit in Hebrew, pronounced “BUY-it”) appears in verses 1, 5 and 9. Depending on the context, bayit can mean house, palace, temple, dynasty or even clan, family or nation, as in “the ‘house’ of Judah.” 

“The house of the LORD” (bayit YHWH) of the psalm’s first and last verses can refer to either the temple or its predecessor, the tabernacle (as in Joshua 6:24 and 1 Samuel 1:24). Both tabernacle and temple are closely associated with Jerusalem from the time of King David and beyond. After David had conquered Jerusalem from the Jebusites, he established it as his capital city, located between the northern and southern tribes of Israel. He later moved the Ark of the Covenant there (2 Samuel 6:15 ff.). Thus he shrewdly used both geography and religion to help unify the northern and southern tribes of Israel and solidify his rule. 

In verse 5, “The house of David” (bayit Dawid) refers to his dynasty. David/his dynastic descendants, Jerusalem, and Israelite religion are inextricably linked in this psalm and many other places. 

Verse 6’s “Pray for the peace of Jerusalem: ‘May they prosper who love you’” has shalom yerushalaim in Hebrew, with the consonants sh-l-m in common (shalom appears also in vv. 7-8). Some scholars suggest that the same Hebrew root letters are etymologically part of the place name Jerusalem. It certainly is a euphonious verse, whether or not the suggested etymology is accurate. A loose phonetic transliteration would be: Sha-’a-lu shuh-lom yuh-ru-shah-laim: yish-lah-yu ’o-ha-vah-yik. 

That Hebrew root sh-l-m behind the noun shalom and the verb shalem (pronounced “shah-LAME”) encompasses multiple meanings. It often means a respite from warfare. But it also can mean well-being, prosperity, success, wholeness, good health, completeness, internal integrity/intactness, repaying or being reconciled to someone. 

Verses 6-9, with their expanded repetitions and sense of urgency, comprise a heartfelt prayer for blessings: the shalom of Jerusalem and the shalah — the security/prosperity (see below) — of its inhabitants, many of whom are David’s relatives or friends/companions. David’s prayer is both personal and powerful, fervently asking God to bring about peace and security for Jerusalem, for the sake of its inhabitants and of God’s house, where his glorious presence resides. 

 Verse 6’s verb “prosper” and verse 7’s noun “security” are both from the same Hebrew root shalah, which means prosperity or security, as well as the state of being in quietness or at ease. Within verses 6-8, shalom and shalah are twice used in Hebrew poetic parallelism. Each one accompanies or enables the other to happen. David prays that the walls of Jerusalem and its towers (or citadels/fortified palaces) will offer peace and protection to those who have completed their perilous pilgrimages. In verse 9, David earnestly seeks/desires/prays for Jerusalem’s tob (pronounced “tove”) — its good, its being in a favorable/pleasant situation, its prosperity, its well-being. 

In the centuries since Psalm 122 was written, multiple peoples have been fervently praying for the peace of Jerusalem. Jerusalem is a beloved, sacred place for Jews, Christians and Muslims. But it can’t be said to be a place of peace very often. The city and temple were destroyed by the Babylonians in 586 B.C. and by the Romans in A.D. 70. Jesus wept in deep lamentation over Jerusalem and its upcoming destruction in Luke 19:41-44, saying (v. 42), “If you, even you, had only recognized on this day the things that make for peace!” 

The temple had also been desecrated by Antiochus IV (Epiphanes) of Syria in 167 B.C. and by General Pompey of Rome in 63 B.C. Jews were banned from Jerusalem after the Bar Kokhba revolt against Rome, c. A.D. 132-136. Control of Jerusalem went back and forth between Muslims and Christians during the period of the Crusades (A.D. 1096-1291). There continues to be strife in Jerusalem between Jews and Muslims, including over the Temple Mount/The Noble Sanctuary. Internecine conflicts arise between varied Christians groups at the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. Yes, continue to pray for the peace of Jerusalem. 

On this first Sunday of Advent, a preacher will relate Psalm 122 to Jesus Christ. He was a legal descendent of the house (dynasty) of David. He had literal and theological connections with Jerusalem and the house (tabernacle / temple) of the Lord. See the incarnational verse John 1:14: “[The Word — ο λογος] became flesh and lived among us” (NRSV )” or “… made his home [or dwelling] among us” (NLT, CEB, NIV, NAB). The italicized words translate σκηνοω, a NT Greek verb which is associated with “tabernacle,” via σκηνη (tent), the LXX / Septuagint Greek translation of the Hebrew word mishkan (tabernacle). So, God’s incarnate Son “tabernacled with us” —  pitched his sacred tent among us, “and we have seen his glory….” (remember the multiple Hebrew Bible / OT associations of God’s holy tabernacle/temple with God’s presence and glory). Jesus is the Prince of Peace, and his peace rests upon us. After our own perilous pilgrimages, we will be at home with him as part of the new Jerusalem (Revelation 3:12; 21:1 ff.). 
*Additional commentary on this text can be found online (Scripture Index).

Conversation with the Children: Psalm 122
Gather your children around the Advent wreath and ask them: “What is special about today?” You might need the assistance of the congregation to come up with the answer: “It is the first Sunday of Advent.” How many Sundays are there in Advent? What comes after the last Sunday of Advent?  What are the things we do to prepare for Jesus’ birthday? We bake, decorate, create, shop, wrap and gather with friends. We do all of these things to prepare for Christmas — the day of Jesus’ birth. We also go to church, take time to pray each day and read our Bibles. Direct their attention to the Advent wreath, where the first candle is lit. This candle represents hope. For what are you hoping this Christmas? Answers will no doubt be related to Christmas presents! Explain that we also hope for a better world — a world of peace and kindness. That’s why we light this candle. We hope that people will follow Jesus’ example, and live with kindness and mercy. Close with a prayer: “Dear God, help us to prepare for the birth of your Son by taking time to be still instead of busy. Amen.” Give each child a battery-operated tea light as you excuse them and encourage them to turn it on to remember what Christmas is all about. Tea lights are available at your local craft stores or at Amazon.com. (If you do not have an Advent wreath in your worship space, the same questions can be asked about Advent and Christmas. If desired, you could bring in a picture of an Advent wreath or bring in four tapered candles and a pedestal candle and roughly create your own.) 
												
Worship Resources
Calls to Worship — Advent
Call: Church, prepare to worship! Emmanuel is with us!
Response: A child is coming, a child of wisdom and strength and beauty.
Call: The authority of God will rest upon his shoulders.
Response: He will be named Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God.
Call: He will be called the Everlasting Father, the Prince of Peace.
Response: He is King of Kings and Lord of lords. 
Call: Jesus, Jesus is his name!
Response: His is the name before whom every knee will bow.
Call: Every song of praise will be cast as crowns before him.
Response: For Jesus Christ is Emmanuel, God with us. Let us worship!

Invocations — Advent
Almighty God, give us grace that we may cast away the works of darkness and put on the armor of light, now in the time of this mortal life in which your Son Jesus Christ came among us in great humility; that on the last day, when he comes again in his glorious majesty to judge the living and the dead, we may rise to the life immortal; through him who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, now and forever. 
Amen. 
—Book of Common Prayer, Advent 1.

Affirmations of Faith — Advent
Leader: We are an Advent people, a people of hope.
People: For us, Advent is a time of waiting, and so we wait. We wait for the coming of the One who is the fulfillment of God’s promise, the fulfillment of hope, the declaration that we have been redeemed. Even so, we are not a naïve people.
We know that the world in which we live will continue to be filled with pain and sorrow.
We know that hatred and violence will continue to exist.
We know that death and separation will continue to be a part of our lives.
Leader: But because we are an Advent people, we know that none of these things will win in the end.
People: The Holy One is coming, to make holy once again all that was, is and ever will be. And in our waiting and our hoping, we work and worship, pray and play, in all things hoping that peace, love and joy will reign in our lives and in our world, now and forever.
—Rebecca F. Harrison, Transitional Pastor, Spanish Springs Presbyterian Church, Sparks, Nevada.

Hymns
Come, Thou Long-Expected Jesus
O Come, O Come, Emmanuel
Lift Up Your Heads, Ye Mighty Gates

Worship and Praise 
Emmanuel, Emmanuel
Desperate to See Your Glory
His Name Is Wonderful
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
First Sunday of Advent, Cycle A
Isaiah 2:1-5*
Psalm 122
Romans 13:11-14*
Matthew 24:36-44*
[bookmark: _GoBack]*Additional sermonic treatments of these texts are available online.
