Advent Wilderness
A sermon by Joe Hoffman
2nd Sunday of Advent, Dec. 4, 2011
(Shannon was scheduled to preach today, but last night was sick with fever. So I offer these reflections quickly prepared in the hope that they will nurture our spirits on this 2nd Sunday in Advent)

We began Advent last week in despair. We were coming off a big Thanksgiving feast, and most of us did not feel despair. But the feel of Advent begins with despair. We have realized that another year has passed, and the world is still broken, our lives are still filled with angst, the economy is unpredictable, friends and strangers are struggling just to keep food on the table. Where is there hope?

Advent begins like this. It does not begin with joy. It is not about happy times. We realize again that we do not have the power to change the world by ourselves. All our hard work – which is important work to do – has not brought peace. 

But that was only our beginning place. Advent takes us on a journey, and on this 2nd Sunday of Advent, there is a turning. Something new is happening. God speaks into the silence. Comfort.  Comfort my people. This word is spoken not to the people, but to the heavenly host of angels. Go and comfort my people. And there comes a word of assurance and well-being. 

The word is that the Jews, who have been in exile, and who have been unfaithful in living out the ways of God, will now be released from their prison and returned home. But there is one reluctant voice among God’s messengers. One who does not trust that the people will have what it takes to live up to this new word. The words of the poem go – the grass withers, the flower fades. But the reluctant one is quickly reminded – this homecoming does not depend on anything that Israel might do, but on the constancy of God. Thus, hope in Advent is not grounded in the possibilities we can see in the human community, but in the faithfulness of God that is not conditioned by human frailty or fickleness.

It is a beautiful poem filled with eloquent imagery. God is referred to as macho, as the great warrior – but also as tender, like a shepherd is with the sheep. It is an all encompassing image of God. And God has decided that the exile should end. Prepare a way through the wilderness … so the  glory of God may be revealed.

And thus begins the gospel of Mark, not with stories of Mary and Joseph and shepherds, but with these words from Isaiah – I send my messenger before your face, who shall prepare your way; the voice of one crying in the wilderness: Prepare the way of the Sovereign…

With these words the prophet Isaiah reminds the people they are no longer bound by the ways of Babylon. And the gospel writer reminds the first century Christians that they are no longer bound by the ways of Rome. A new day has come. A new way has been opened up. 

And this new way will bring life. Will bring joy. Will bring peace. 

Joseph Donders has written about John the Baptist preaching in the wilderness. It was a wilderness of his time – not a wilderness from the hands of God. It was jungle caused by innumerable human decisions that were wrong, short-sighted, and selfish. Decisions that had created havoc in the lives of the many. It was in that jungle, in that wilderness, that John preached and baptized. And Donders says this to us – As long as we think about John like that – preaching in his own country two thousand years ago – his preaching remains distant and very far away. Let us try to get that wilderness and also John’s word nearer home, so that it can cut us to the bone. 

Let us speak about the wilderness in which we live. And let us think not only of sin but of the world we are accustomed to.

It is in that forest, in that jungle that the word of God sounds through John, saying that once justice and integrity are victorious, the whole of humankind will be saved, that Jesus is going to bring a total difference. But indicating where we come in and what we should do:
	Straightening the paths we are walking now
	Preparing a way for the Lord
	Filling the valleys and potholes
	Leveling the mountains and obstacles in us	
	And in the lives we live.
(from his writing “In the Wilderness”)

What are the obstacles in us? In the lives we live? What distracts us so that we fail to follow the way of life, the way of love, the way of peace?

It is not just an old season – this thing called Advent. It is a new season again. And it doesn’t lead us to just another old story known as Christmas. It leads us to a new story, a new beginning. For those of us who are weary, it offers refreshment. For those of us who are sick, it offers a new healing that can carry us even in the midst of our illness. For those of us who have no means to pay for a place to live or food to eat, it gives new hope. For those of us who have more than we need, it calls us to be generous – generous beyond what we have known before. Generous until all people are fed, all people have what they need. In other words, this way of Love calls us to give and give and give again. All of us, the rich and the poor, we all have obstacles that make it hard to follow in the way. All of us have doubts about what difference our little bit will make. 

Richard Dickinson says – repentance is not passive waiting but active expectancy characterized by the alignment of one’s whole being with what God is doing in the world.

Rilke says – the least we can do is to make God’s coming not more difficult … than the earth makes it for spring when it wants to come.

In other words, we do not have the power by ourselves to heal Earth, to solve all the dilemmas of human conflict. But we have the power to align ourselves with what God is doing in the world. We have the power to walk in Love – even if most people around us don’t choose to do that. We have the power to bring forth the realm of God at least in some small way because it is the power of this Way, it is the gift of this Love. It is the promise of God. It is why God  comes to us. It is why there is Christmas.

So Advent – it is time for us to prepare the way by first of all preparing our own hearts and minds, preparing our lives, so that we are not in the way, but part of the way. Prepare the way. Make straight the path. Repent and confess. And receive the Gift. The Gift of this Way. The gift of life. Sing for joy. Rejoice, Emmanuel will come to you. To you. And to you.

Let’s not rush through Advent. You can be part of the great winter festival that is all around us – have good times – celebrate our religious plurality – but for those of us who follow Jesus, let us remember the ways of our tradition – because there is power in this Way. There is a deep nurturing of Spirit. There is joy. We will be fed what we need and we will find our way to be One who prepares The way. Amen.

