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First Sunday in Advent
November 30, 2008

“The Promise of Advent”

by: Jerri L. Kumm, LP

May the light of your Word so shine through my words, Father that those who hear might know you better.


This is the first Sunday of Advent, but what is Advent?  Well, I did a little research:

The current form of Advent began when Pope Gregory I set the current four-week length, and wrote liturgical materials for use in Advent. By the 10th century, the Celtic 'get ready' prayers and practices had been fully brought into the Roman form.  Now that tells us how it came about, but what IS it?  I must admit that I have had trouble understanding Advent.  Are we supposed to be anticipating the birth of the Christ child, or are we supposed to be penitent for our sins?  Is it a time of joy? Or a time of trying to atone for our sins, fast and mourn our past failures?  And if the latter is the case, then how is it different from Lent?

The answer to the question of whether it is a season of joy or penitence is “yes”.    It is both.  Particularly in the Eastern Orthodox tradition, Advent is a season of penitential mourning.  A time of preparation for judgment, a time when it is necessary to look back at the sins one has committed and beg forgiveness for those sins.  It is a serious time of fasting and realizing how our basic nature is sinful.

In other Christian Churches there is a look back at the sinful nature of our Judeo-Christian roots.  We see that from the very moment they were chosen as God’s own people, the people of Israel began to sin against Him.  They broke his Covenant over and over.  Even after they were delivered out of bondage in Egypt they complained about their lives, and living conditions.  Moses only had to leave their side for a short time before they were melting their jewelry to make a golden calf that they might worship.


There is no question that God’s people did suffer.  They were oppressed over and over by many different peoples.  In the eighth century B.C., the Northern tribes were invaded and many people were taken captive by the Assyrians.  And in the seventh century B.C the Southern tribes were invaded by the Babylonians, who took the people captive and drove them back to Babylonia where they were enslaved for many, many years.  

And we modern Christians are to align ourselves with these people of the Book as we anticipate the coming of the Messiah a second time.  They longed to have him come and bring justice to their cause, put down their oppressors and send them packing back to their own country. 
But when the Messiah did arrive, he was not at all what they expected. He came as an “ordinary” baby, born in a stable no less!  And when he grew to manhood the “army” he gathered consisted of a handful of ordinary men, many of them simple fishermen.   And his message was not of beating back the oppressors, but of love.  

We, like the long ago people of God, await his promised coming again in hope.  When he comes again, our lesson says, he will set all things right – the righteous will be gathered up from all the corners of the earth, and the unredeemed will suffer judgment.

Not long ago a man announced that the Parousia, or second coming, would happen on a certain date - that Christ would return and judgment would begin.  The media of course asked a rabbi what he thought of that?  Did he think that the Messiah would return on that date?  He answered that for Jewish people, the Messiah has not yet come.  But if the Messiah did appear, then we could ask him if he’d been here before and we would then know whether Jesus Christ was the Messiah and the Christians had it right, or if the Jews were right all along.

Advent is a time of wonder.  We anxiously anticipate the birth of the Christ child even as we await His coming again in the Parousia.  It’s all about waiting and being ready when he comes.  It is a time when we really should look back at what obstacles we have encountered in our lives and see if we hurtled them in a Christian manner as we should have.  It’s a time to study and reflect on our shortcomings as well as a time to look forward to a new beginning with love and joy in our hearts.
As many of you know, patience is not my strongest virtue.  Waiting for something is very difficult.  A few years ago I had to have major back surgery and the recovery was long.  I had to wear a hard brace on my back for six weeks and then go through physical therapy.   I was not allowed to bend over this whole time.  I couldn’t vacuum the floors, mow the lawn, or do anything physical for six whole weeks, which is a lifetime if you’re a “person on the go” as I usually am.  I had to wait!  I had to read and nap and twiddle my thumbs for six long weeks and I just wasn’t good at it.

But you know what?  I did it.  I found it gave me time to read God’s Word, to study and reflect on what I’d read - to meditate (also hard for an impatient person) and to pray.  And soon the brace came off and I was back to my usual activities.  But God had used that time to “work” on me, to help me realize that sometimes there is nothing to do but wait.  
So we are to use this time of waiting in anticipation of the birth of the Christ Child to prepare, to make ready.  And in some ways, Advent is like Lent, which is also a time of reflection and preparation.  And during the times of Advent and Lent our beings are “split” – joyful and penitent.

One scholar says: “The Talmud teaches that every person should wear a jacket with two pockets. In the one pocket, the rabbis say, there should be a note that reads, "I am a worm and not completely human." And in the second pocket, the rabbis say, the note must read, "For me the universe was made.”

Our Heavenly Father is just that:  A gentle and loving, all-knowing, Presence who also “judges” our sins.  But, loving us as he does, he did not just make us and then abandon us to our own faults and sinfulness.  He sent us help.   First he sent us the babe, Jesus, humble, unassuming and poor.  The man, Jesus, taught us how to be Christians, showed us “the way”, and then he left us with the Holy Spirit to be our helper and our guide. 


Advent and Lent – both are times of sober reflection, both are times of hope, both are times when I recognize how terrible unworthy I am of God’s love.  And both seasons end with the most beautiful of services here at Trinity.

   
But Joan Chittister put it better.  She said, "… The function of Lent is to remind us who we are--and who we are not. The function of Advent, on the other hand, is to remind us who God is and who we are meant to be.” 
And so, my dear friends in Christ let us go forth into the Advent season patiently….and as Doug Brown says in choir practice, “I’m talking to myself here!” Let us go reflectively and with joyful anticipation of who God is and just who we are meant to be.
        Macrina Wiederkehr writes, "God can never be born enough."  And I, 

impatient person that I am can hardly wait!
Amen
