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Advent 1

Sometimes, we are good at reading signs.  As the leaves fall, the days get shorter, and the evenings cooler--you know that winter is just around the corner.

If you come home and find that your spouse has scrubbed the house clean and put out the special towels in the hall bathroom and set the dining room table with the good china--you know that a guest is coming for dinner.

As you look around the room today, you see the greenery, the banner, the blue paraments, the wreath--all signs that Advent is here.  It is time to prepare.  

But how do we prepare?  And for what do we prepare?  Is preparations all about decorations, special foods, and gift-giving?  That prepares us for the secular celebration of Christmas.  And that is OK.  There is nothing wrong with that.  Enjoy the parties and the gifts.  But know it is a shallow understanding of Christmas that is  empty of meaning.  

That shallowness is captured in the song printed in your bulletin entitled, “A Christmas Lament.”  I’m going to ask you to sing it--you will know the tune.  It should make you laugh, but know that laughter often masks the truth.  See how we move through Advent as we move through each verse.  We’ll remain seated as we sing.

A Christmas Lament
by Dean McIntyre
May be sung to the tune of "It Came upon a Midnight Clear" or "O Little Town of Bethlehem." 

I cannot welcome Jesus now, there isn't time enough;
With greens to hang and lights to string, and other Christmas stuff.
There's gifts to buy and food to fix, and silverware to buff.
I cannot welcome Jesus now, there isn't time enough. 

I have to take the children to see Santa at the mall.
There's Christmas cards to write and mail, and guest lists I must call.
The garland isn't long enough — the Christmas tree's too tall!
I cannot welcome Jesus now, I just can't do it all. 

The children's Christmas pageant at the church this Sunday night;
Five dozen cookies to be baked and costumes sewn just right;
The office party gift exchange, expenses out of sight;
I cannot welcome Jesus now, with time and budget tight. 

The sermon says that Advent is the time I should prepare.
My date book says it's Christmas Day, and I don't even care.
I kept so busy doing things, I never was aware
That Jesus came unnoticed, for I had no time to spare. 

"A Christmas Lament" by Dean McIntyre. 
Copyright © 1993, 2004 by Dean McIntyre. 

To avoid making verse four a description of our experience on December 25, we have to prepare--not decorations, food, or gifts; but our hearts and minds.  You must take time to go beyond society‘s definition of Christmas and ponder what incarnation means--that God came and took human form.

When you do, you begin to understand that the nativity itself is a sign.  It is a sign of God’s faithfulness to all creation.  The stories of scripture all point to a God who continually comes and offers redemption to creatures who have fallen away from God’s design; who have stepped away from God’s purpose for creation.  But as our scriptures point out today, God’s purpose will be fulfilled.  Good will triumph over evil and all will be made right.  There is a beginning, the Alpha, the creation.  And that creation was good.  There will be an end, the Omega, and what that will be we don’t know, but we believe it to will be good.  God’s goodness will prevail over evil and all will be made right.

That makes the incarnation of God in Jesus not an end in itself,  but one more sign of God’s ultimate goodness and faithfulness.  And we need that promise and the hope it contains.  Yes, enjoy all the goodies of our society’s holiday season.  Decorate.  Bake.  Go to the parties.   But as people of faith, make sure you also take the time to ponder the meaning of the incarnation and how that will impact that way you live your lives.  Do not risk getting to December 25 and realizing that that the Christ Child came un-noticed because you decided you had no time to spare.  Decide now and make the time.

Fred Craddock teaches this lesson by telling the story of a woman facing surgery.  She was a woman active in the church who knew all the right words to say.  But in the face of the surgery, she felt utterly alone.  None of the platitudes, none of the surface indications of piety held out a hope for her.  

She had never taken the time the prepare her heart and mind.  She had never delved beyond the surface words and songs.  And now faced with a crisis in her life, she had no well deep enough to pull the water of life.

Faith, says Craddock, is akin to the homeowner who, when the berries and fruits and vegetables are ripe, puts them away in jars and cans in the cellar.  Then, when winter comes and the ground is swept barren by an icy cold wind and there is nothing to harvest and all seems dead and hopeless, she goes down to the cellar to get jars and cans and it is summer time once again at her family’s table.

How blessed is that person.

And how blessed shall we be if we take this opportunity not only to consider the meaning of incarnation for our lives; this morning, Christmas morning, and every morning.

Our hymn is “I Want to Walk as A Child of the Light“  #206.

