Text: Zechariah 3:8

Focus Statement: In the now God is represented by his people, in the not yet God himself is present

Function Statement: That my hearers would maintain a healthy desire for the not yet

The last two weeks we have looked at some promises fulfilled and some still to come around a prophet and a king.  The text for today’s meditation is Zechariah 3:8 – “Listen to me, O Jeshua the high priest, and all you other priests.  You are symbols of things to come.  Soon I am going to bring my servant, the Branch.”  The central image is that of the priest.  

If our modern context adores the role of prophet – something like the OT version of the romantic rebel, and it doesn’t like the image of the king, the image of a priest is absolutely despised.  Some for just reasons, some for unjust, and some for an intuition of what we are all called to be - and the burden that it represents.  
So, to an audience of Lutherans who don’t really use the term, what does priest mean?  In Zechariah’s day the primary meaning was a go between.  The priest was the person that went between the people and God.  The priest took the offerings from the people and gave them to God on Israel’s altars.  Our Roman friends, wrong as they might be, keep this imagery in the Lord’s Supper – and they keep the title.  They are not completely wrong – we do need a priest, a go between sinful us and holy God.  They just have the wrong person.  We have a great high priest – Jesus Christ.  And this is the promise fulfilled for tonight.  The sacrificial role of the priest has been fulfilled.  Right now, at the right hand of God, Jesus is our Great High Priest pleasing for our redemption.  The wounds of the sacrificial act on the cross still visible to the Father – but now accepted and glorified.  We do need a priest, and we have one.  Jesus Christ.  Promise fulfilled.
But in our now and not yet world, our time suspended between the two advents, that leaves a promise awaiting.  Zechariah says to the priests you are symbols of things to come.  Soon I am going to bring my servant.  A priest was not just the go between in a sacrificial system.  A priest was also the representative – the symbol of the presence of God.  The promise we are waiting for is the end of the need for priest – because God will reside with His people.  Rev 21 describes the new Jerusalem and it has a very striking feature.  That abode of the priest.  The symbol of the presence of God is gone.  21:22 – “I did not see a temple in the city, because the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb are its temple.”  Right now, we have symbols - and we are symbols to others - of things to come, because the ultimate truth has been hidden.  On that final day we will not need a priest – because God and the Lamb will be present.
The promises are clear, it is the applications that we often lose track of.  I want you to ponder a couple.  This congregation has recently placed a call to a pastor.  The ultimate answer (at least as I know it) is unknown.  That remains in the able Hands of the Spirit - and probably some stumbling human hands.  But what that pastor represents is Christ among his people.  When the congregation is vacant, that absence is felt.  Vacancies are like little seasons of advent.  We hope and pray they don’t last long – we pray for their fulfillment, for the full revelation, but they are a time to reflect on the gift of Immanuel.  Vacancies are a time to renew the faith that God is faithful to his promises.  

Representing Christ is a tough job – especially when you are a sinful human.  The people of God intuitively know what that pastor represents, [and when they have been ably served for years it is all the more difficult], when that sinful human doesn’t live up to the symbol it can be a disappointment.  We all need good valid feedback.  But we also need reminders of that promise unfulfilled.  When your next pastor arrives and he picks the wrong hymn, or forgets a name or wants to start something you know is just not going to work, or something or something more serious.  Use it as a time to remember the promises we are waiting to be fulfilled.  Use that human lapse in your resident symbol of Christ to remember that those sins have been forgiven – promise fulfilled- and that one day you won’t need a symbol as lamb will be present himself – promise awaiting.
The second application is closer to home.  While the pastor is the called representative of Christ to God’s people.  God’s people are a royal priesthood.  As the people of God we have been given a mission – a priestly mission.  We are all to be symbols of Christ to the world.  The same responsibility the Pastor has among the people of God, we all have in this world.  In this time between the advents, Christ is incarnated in us.  We have his Spirit within us.  We have his fulfilled promise of forgiveness.  And we have his mandate to go and tell others – to incarnate Christ to those who don’t know him.

Being priests in the modern context is not an easy job.  The image has been tarnished by scandal and poor performance by those who claim to be part of both the pastorate and the royal priesthood.  Some people just don’t like priests.  A common refrain might be I don’t need anyone to show me anything.  And some expect more than a sinful human can manage.  They expect the reality-right now-and not the symbol.  They want to full revelation which we all long for, not a bad thing, just misplaced expecting it on our timetable.  But carrying out those priestly duties in that context puts us firmly in line with our Great High Priest Jesus.  It makes us more aware of our need for the fulfilled role of sacrificial priest.  Jesus paid the price in full and we run to his side to cover our failures.  And carrying out that duty to incarnate Christ in our world makes us long for the final advent.  When that duty will no longer be needed and can be put down – because the lamb has been revealed in our midst.
May you know the joys of the fulfilled promises and feel the longings of those promises on which we wait.  Amen.

