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The English languages is a constantly evolving animal. New 
words are being added all the time. And a lot of words that were once
part of the language have fallen out of common use. In some cases, 
words that were once deemed acceptable terms for people of various 
racial or ethnic groups or with certain different abilities are no longer 
considered appropriate. In other cases, modern technology has simply
made certain words obsolete—like “telegram” or “floppy disk.”

Then there are words that have perfectly fine meanings that 
simply are not used anymore. Take, for example, the word 
“snowbrowth.” It means “freshly melted snow.” That’s a term that we 
could have used this past week. Or there’s the word “groak” (also 
spelled “groke”). It means “to stare at someone while they’re eating, 
in hopes that they’ll give you some of their food.” Those of us with 
pets can understand why this would be a useful word.

Finally, there are also words for which we know the meaning—at 
least kind of—but don’t really use anymore. Terms like “britches” or 
“dungarees” would be examples of such words. Actually, our two 
scripture readings for this morning contain other examples of this sort
of obsolete vocabulary.

A word that we encounter repeatedly in our Old Testament text 
for today is the adjective “righteous,” also found in the noun form, 
“righteousness.” Think about it. When’s the last time you heard the 
word “righteous” in a setting outside the church? It did enjoy a brief 
life as a popular slang term in the 1980’s, when it meant “really cool.”
It’s use is epitomized in the film Ferris Bueller’s Day Off when the 
school secretary informs the principal that all the various cliques think
that Ferris is “a righteous dude.” It’s a quote that lives on more than 
30 years later in social media posts as a popular GIF. You’ll find a 
similar use of the word in the 2003 film Finding Nemo where Crush 
the sea turtle catches a current and calls out in the manner of an ‘80’s
surfer dude, “Righteous! Righteous!”

Otherwise, it’s rare to encounter the word “righteous” in non-
church settings these days, unless it’s preceded by the word “self.” 
Frankly, being righteous is not often seen as a good thing in 
contemporary society. Calling someone righteous tends to carry 
connotations of hypocrisy or prudishness or a holier-than-thou 
attitude. It’s not a value that many Americans would aspire to.

Jeremiah, however, certainly regards righteousness as a very 
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good thing. Our Old Testament reading today from this prophet was 
originally proclaimed as many of his countrymen, particularly the 
leaders of his nation, are being carried off into exile in Babylon. It is a
cataclysmic time in the history of God’s people. The last descendant of
David has been removed from the throne. The nation has been 
reduced to a mere vassal of a foreign empire. The city of Jerusalem 
lies in ruins, including the temple where the very presence of God is 
believed to dwell. The unique identity and existence of the people is 
at risk.

In his commentary on this text, the reformer John Calvin 
explains the situation this way: “As they were then exposed to 
slaughter, … the children of God saw thousand deaths; so that it could
not be but that terror almost drove them to despair; and in their exile
they saw that they were far removed from their own country, without 
any hope of a return.”

Much of the work of Jeremiah up to this point has been 
proclaiming dire warnings about these very events. He is usually 
thought of as a rather depressing figure since most of his prophecies 
are filled with gloom and doom. He foresaw nearly all of the horrible 
events that his people experience.
 In our text today, however, we find an uncharacteristic note of 
hope in the words of Jeremiah. Just when all of his predictions are 
coming true, the tone of the prophet changes dramatically. As the 
militarily superior Babylonian army swoops down on Jerusalem, 
Jeremiah does not sit back and say, "I told you so." Instead, he 
assures the people of God that their time of occupation and exile will 
be temporary.

For a few chapters at least, his message becomes one of hope in 
the midst of a very desperate situation. In this section that 
commentators often refer to as “The Book of Comfort,” Jeremiah 
reminds the people of Israel of God's promise that there will someday 
be someone from the line of David who will restore the nation and will
rule in justice and in righteousness. I think that they must have read 
and reread Jeremiah's prophecy many times, hoping and praying for 
the "righteous Branch" of David (v. 15) and taking comfort in the fact 
that “the LORD is our righteousness.”(v. 16)

In Jeremiah’s context, then, righteousness is extremely desired. 
For righteousness stands in direct contrast to the chaos and 
oppression and fear that fill the daily lives of the people. 
Righteousness is the antidote to the evil and abuse that they face. 
Righteousness is the answer to the injustice and brutality being forced
upon them. And the promise of this righteousness is what provides 
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them with the hope that sustains them through the very difficult time 
of exile. The assurance that “the LORD is our righteousness” is an 
anchor in the midst of the tempest that swirls about them.

That phrase, “The LORD is our righteousness,” is our theme for 
this entire Advent season. As we, too, find ourselves waiting and 
hoping for God’s presence to be made known among us, we continue 
to seek assurance that God still cares. Though we do not find 
ourselves displaced by exile, we still struggle with anxieties. We still 
seek refuge from the violence all around us. We still wait in 
anticipation of a better world—a world filled with goodness and justice
and mercy. And that’s what righteousness really means. As the 
worship planning materials for this season put it, “When we say that 
God is our righteousness, we mean that God is the ultimate example 
of what good looks and acts like.” So while the word “righteous” may 
not be used much in our vocabulary these days, righteousness is still 
what we long for. For the headlines of the day still stand in direct 
opposition to righteousness.

Frankly, the world we often see sounds a lot more like the one 
that Jesus describes in our New Testament reading for today. In words
that sound hauntingly close to a story about the effects of climate 
change, he warns of “distress among nations confused by the roaring 
of the sea and the waves.”(v. 25) He declares, “People will faint from 
fear and foreboding of what is coming upon the world.”(v. 26)

When Jesus says these things, the Jewish people are once again 
living in their own land. The exile has long since ended. The temple 
has not only been rebuilt, it is bigger and better than ever. Yet there 
is still no descendant of David on the throne. The people again find 
themselves living under harsh foreign occupation. And just a few 
decades after Jesus speaks these words, Jerusalem and its temple are
once again destroyed. So like Jeremiah’s audience, the people to 
whom Jesus speaks live in fear and oppression and brutal injustice.

When we read passages like this in the Bible today, we generally 
lose sight of this context in which they were written. Instead, people 
tend to get caught up in the vivid imagery. So there’s a lot of 
speculation about what the “signs in the sun, the moon, and the 
stars”(v. 25) might be, and what it means that “the powers of the 
heavens will be shaken.”(v. 26) We like to look at the events of our 
day to see if this is indeed the time that Jesus predicted.

But by focusing on these dramatic signs and trying to establish 
detailed timetables of when we can expect them to occur, we 
generally miss out on the main point of Jesus’ teaching: “Be alert at 
all times.”(v. 36) “Be on guard so that your hearts are not weighed 



down.”(v. 34) And in the list of things that he warns us to guard 
against, we find another word that—like righteousness—is not 
commonly found in our every day vocabulary.

The word is “dissipation.” Now there’s a word you really don’t 
hear much these days. If you were to take a survey of random people
on the street, asking them to define “dissipation,” my guess is you’d 
have a lot of them scratching their heads, trying to come up with a 
definition. Some of the more scientifically minded ones might give a 
definition from physics where dissipation refers to the loss of energy 
of some kind. But I’m pretty sure that’s not what Jesus is talking 
about.

Dissipation is indeed an unusual word. Then again, the Greek 
word that Luke uses here to record Jesus’ words is also quite unusual.
In fact, this is the only place it’s found in the entire New Testament. 
Various other English versions of the Bible translate the word as 
“carousing,” another word that’s not all that common in our 
vocabulary. And a surprising number use the even more obscure term
“surfeiting,” which is not much more common these days than groak 
or snowbrowth.

At its root, the Greek word is derived from the term for 
“headache.” More specifically, it refers to the headache one gets after 
drinking too much—in other words, a hangover. Jesus pairs this word 
with “drunkenness” and “the worries of this life.” In this context, he 
seems to be referring to excessive living. He likely is warning against 
not just drinking too much, but overindulgence in general.

Ironically, the American “Holiday Season” in which we now find 
ourselves is largely defined precisely by overindulgence. It all begins 
with Thanksgiving—a day on which many of us eat far too much, until
we are uncomfortably full. That is immediately followed by Black 
Friday—a day on which shopping malls and big box retailers are 
packed with bargain hunters grabbing up tens of billions of dollars of 
merchandise. Then there’s Cyber Monday—a day on which it’s 
estimated that nearly half a billion dollars of productivity was lost this 
year because people spent time shopping (and buying) things online 
rather than actually doing their work. All the hustle and bustle and 
consumerism continues on for several more weeks, culminating in the
“After Christmas Sales” that happen at the end of December.

Even the observance Advent itself has become commercialized. 
This season that was once defined by expectant waiting has now 
become synonymous with calendars in which kids get a little 
chocolate treat each day. Rather than having to wait, they are given a
small daily gift for several weeks, all leading up to the big present 



extravaganza on Christmas itself. And for those who may not be as 
excited about chocolate, there are plenty of other options such as the 
Lego Star Wars Advent Calendar, the Peppa Pig Santa’s Workshop 
Calendar, and—for adults—the Whisky Advent Calendar.

If we’re searching for a good definition of “dissipation,” we really 
need look no further than the Twenty-first Century American Holiday 
Season: excess, overindulgence, conspicuous consumption. It’s all 
prominently on display at this time of year. The things that Jesus 
warns us to be on guard against in looking towards his return are 
exactly the things that we engage in as we claim to celebrate his first 
coming over two thousand years ago.

Perhaps it’s time to re-learn the vocabulary of Advent. Perhaps 
it’s time we follow Jesus’ direction to be on guard against dissipation 
rather than embrace it. Perhaps it’s time we seek the righteousness of
which Jeremiah speaks rather than mock it.

As we enter another Advent season, we are not in exile or living 
under occupation. But we do find violence, injustice and greed 
continuing to flourish in our time. And in this context the words of 
Jeremiah and Jesus remind us that such evils do not last forever. 
Things looked bleak for the people of Judah in the time of Jeremiah. 
They weren’t sure they would survive. But today, more than 2500 
years later, the mighty Babylonian Empire has long been relinquished 
to the dustbin of history, while the faith of the prophet still lives on. 
Likewise, the people of Jesus’ day faced dire circumstances as well. 
Again, however, even the mighty Roman Empire has long since fallen, 
while the community created by the one born in a stable in Bethlehem
continues to thrive.

So, too, the wickedness we see will some day be brought to a 
conclusion. Walls will come down.(Ephesians 2:14) Swords will be 
beaten to plowshares, spears to pruning hooks(Isaiah 2:4) and rifles 
to rakes. As Jesus promises, all of creation may pass away, but God's 
words will continue.(v. 33) In the end, God’s righteousness overcomes
all else.

This Advent, we are called to remember that the Lord is indeed 
our righteousness. The righteousness of God comes through the call 
of the prophets whose words still ring out so many millennia later. 
That righteousness is embodied in Jesus himself, who is Emmanuel—
God with us. That righteousness is still our guide and our hope in the 
midst of the worry and hostility and dissipation that we live with 
today.

So while we are surrounded by terms of hatred and abuse and 
fear, we do well to reclaim the vocabulary of advent—embracing not 
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only the term righteous, but a host of other words that many might 
consider old-fashioned or outdated. Words like mercy and 
compassion. Words like gratitude and hospitality. Words like modesty 
and decency and simplicity.

In so doing, we proclaim with Jeremiah that “The Lord is our 
righteousness.” We prepare for the day of God’s coming when “justice 
rolls down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing 
stream.”(Amos 5:24) When “Steadfast love and faithfulness will meet;
righteousness and peace will kiss each other.”(Psalm 85:10) When 
that which is sown in righteousness will “reap steadfast love,” (Hosea 
10:12) and “the righteous will shine like the sun in the kingdom” of 
God.(Matthew 13:43)
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