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In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
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Happy new year! It’s Day One of the Christian year, and one of the
things the Church has always done is to start off her daily Bible reading

in the book of Isaiah (well, it’s every other year now). So if you read
Forward Day by Day and follow the daily readings at the bottom
of the page each day, which are the same as the ones in the back of
the Prayer Book, you’ll be reading nearly all of Isaiah over most of
the next twelve weeks or so. You may think that’s an odd thing to do,
starting the new year by diving in at the middle of the Old Testament,
because usually when you read a book, you begin at the beginning
which, in this case, would be Genesis. And that’s what lots of Christians
do when they set out to read the whole Bible. And that’s a very good
thing to do. But it’s not what the Church does in her “official” daily
reading plan, because the Bible is not an ordinary book. 

I mentioned last week something called the sanctification of time. The
Church keeps a worship calendar in which the holy days and seasons are
arranged in a way that takes us through God’s plan of salvation.  And it’s
laid over the secular calendar so that certain holy days fall on certain
days of the secular year. Some are fixed and some are movable, and the
seasons around them are sorted out based on those dates. So Christmas
is always on December 25 , and Advent begins the fourth Sunday beforeth

Christmas. Easter, however, following Jewish tradition, is tied to the
lunar cycle. So it’s is always the Sunday right after the first full moon of
spring. Then you backtrack six and a half weeks to find the date of Ash
Wednesday, and count forward seven weeks to find the date of
Pentecost. Or you can just Google all those dates.

We begin reading Genesis, the first book of the Bible, sometime before
Lent, because as we start looking toward Good Friday and Easter, it
takes us through the origins of human sin and the reason Jesus needed
to come. And we begin reading Isaiah in Advent because he’s the

prophet who speaks most clearly about the coming of Jesus. It’s Isaiah

who says, for example, “The people who walked in darkness have
seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep darkness– on
them light has shined... for a child has been born for us, a son given to

us; authority rests upon his shoulders” (9:2,6). This was written some
700 years before the birth of Jesus, during a time of tribulation to
give hope to the people of God, and to keep on giving them hope
for seven centuries more, until the prophecy was fulfilled in Jesus.
And it continues to give hope to the people of God, which is why
the Church has continued to read it, because the Christian hope is
in the return of Jesus.

Advent is a season of hope and expectation. And since we don’t
have a clear vision of what hasn’t happened yet, we base our hope
on what has happened already. So even though we’re busy getting
ready to celebrate Christmas by shopping, cooking, partying, etc.,
the real reason we observe Advent and celebrate Christmas is
because our hope and expectation of the return of Jesus are rooted
in his first coming as Mary’s baby. So you see, that’s why the
Church lays her worship calendar over the secular calendar. It’s the
sanctification of time, making time holy, looking at the world
through the eyes of the prophets, the apostles, and through the
vision given to us by Jesus himself in the gospels, and praying for
his kindgom to come “on earth as it is in heaven.”

The Jewish hope became the Christian hope when the angel of the
Lord announced, first to Zechariah that he and Elizabeth would
have a son in their old age to be named John, who would be the
prophet who prepares the way for Jesus; and then to Mary that she
was going to give birth to the Son of God. And it was reinforced
every step of the way after that.  When John the Baptist appeared
in the wilderness proclaiming the coming of Christ, the religious
leaders went out to investigate. And John identified himself to
them as the one Isaiah described as “The voice of one crying out in
the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths
straight’” (Lk 3:4; cf Isa 40:3). But it wasn’t until after Jesus came and



finished his saving work on the cross, rose from the dead and
returned to the Father, that the Church began to understand that it
is to him that all the prophets of the Old Testament point. He is the
“righteous Branch” that Jeremiah speaks of in today’s first lesson,
the descendant of the great king David, who would “execute justice
and righteousness in the land,” and who is “the Lord our
Righteousness.” And all who believe this about Jesus, and are
baptized, are heirs of God’s promise to his Old Testament people.
It’s the promise that through them he would bless the whole world,
and deliver it from sin and death, and from all the things that draw
us from the love of God, and that blind us to the truth of God.

One of my teachers, Fr Robert Crouse, said that “The message of
Advent is a message of hope for all people. It is a message of hope
for a kingdom of righteousness and peace, hope for a new and
better life for ourselves and for all mankind” (Sermon for Advent 2).
That hope is in the Babe of Bethlehem who came to establish
God’s kingdom on earth. 

But even though Advent gives us hope for a new and better world,
the unfolding of God’s kingdom on earth is not going to be all
sunshine and roses. After Jeremiah’s lovely prophecy in the first
lesson, and Paul’s message of praise and blessing to the
Thessalonian Christians in the second, comes a pretty dark warning
from Jesus himself. He makes it abundantly clear that reaching the
fulfilment of the Christian hope, finishing what he started by
becoming human, is not going to be easy or pretty. In stark contrast
to worldly optimism about salvation through human progress, Jesus
paints a very different picture. In fact his picture is much closer to
present reality than the other one, when you consider that the
amount of horrible stuff that happens in the world is not decreasing
at all. And it’s astonishing how in the face of all those awful things,
people persist in clinging to their hope that humanity will
ultimately save itself. But that’s just not possible because of sin.

It’s a dark and disturbing picture that Jesus paints: 

There will be signs in the sun, the moon, and the stars, and on the
earth distress among nations confused by the roaring of the sea
and the waves.  People will faint from fear and foreboding of
what is coming upon the world, for the powers of the heavens will
be shaken.

It’s easy to see how some think that that time is now, and feel
assured by Jesus when he says, “Now when these things begin to
take place, stand up and lift up your heads, because your
redemption is drawing near.” It certainly is a prophecy about the
end times. But as Scripture teaches over and over again, those
kinds of prophecies also always speak to the situation at the time
each of them was first delivered. So is Jesus speaking about our
time in history? He sure is. He’s also speaking about the time of the
first Christian persecutions, and of the Black Death in the 14th

century, and the French Revolution, and the atrocities of the 20th

century under Hitler, Stalin, Ceaucescu and others, and about
what’s going on in Syria and other places right now. The “distress
of nations” he speaks of is an ongoing problem because the world
is still full of sin, still vulnerable to the powers of darkness, still
full of people who, as Jesus said, “love darkness rather than light
because their deeds [are] evil” (Jn 3:19). 

That sounds to our modern ears like a harsh thing to say. But that’s
the reality that Advent presents to us. Even in the Church we want
to try to avoid talking like that, but the season, and the scriptures
we read during this season, won’t let us. More than one person has
asked me about doing an Advent wreath-lighting ceremony at the
start of the service each week, and maybe explain the significance
of each of the four candles. So here goes: there is no significance
to any of the four candles, or to the wreath at all. The Advent
wreath was invented by some German Lutherans as a way of
counting down the days and weeks until Christmas– that’s all.
Then in the 1960s and 70s people started devising themes to go
with each of the candles– peace, joy, love and hope. And gradually
the notion grew that those are the four themes of the season, even
though they don’t have any solid connection to the Sunday



readings. 

But they are much more pleasant to think about than the four
traditional themes of Advent, what the Church calls the Four Last
Things– death, judgment, heaven, and hell– the four last stages of
the soul in life and in life after death. Those are much more in line
with the message of Advent, because as we prepare for the coming
of Jesus, both in the stable in Bethlehem and at the end of time,
what we really need to be thinking about is why he came at all. He
came because the world was immersed in darkness, the darkness of
sin whose inevitable outcome is death. And only Jesus, Immanuel
= God with us in human flesh, could redeem his creation from that
terrible end. “The people who walked in darkness have seen a great
light.” Advent begins in the dark, because the spiritual darkness of
the world is what Jesus began to drive away by coming into the
world in Person. He’s the great light that Isaiah speaks of, which is
why we read that passage on Christmas Eve.

What Jesus is talking about in today’s gospel, says Fr Crouse, is the
world we live in, and the world Jesus lived in, and the world every
generation has lived in, and the way we live in it. What he says is
an indictment against our worldliness, and a “devastating criticism”
of our “worldly hopes and expectations.” And the way to get free
of those things is on our knees in repentance for our part in all of
it, asking God to shine the light of eternal truth into our lives, so
that we can begin to live in his kingdom, even as we walk in the
world. We are “citizens with the saints,” as St Paul describes us,
which means that our first allegiance is to God and his kingdom.
And our allegiance to whatever worldly kingdom we live in is
subordinate to that. So our job as Christians in the world is, first to
pray for it, and then to shine the light of Christ into the darkness of
it. 

The crucial point that Advent is intended to get across is that this
world, and the things of this world must pass away. And not just at
some point in the distant future, but right now. It’s painfully
obvious if we’d just look around. Think of loved ones who have

died, and how painful that is. Think of how things come to life in
the spring and grow through the summer, but then give way to the
bleakness of winter. “They are passing things,” Fr Crouse says,
“and they are passing away even as we grasp them in our hands.”
And no amount of human ingenuity can change that. We can
prolong life through medical science, and pretend to stave off aging
through botox, but not for ever. So how foolish it is to set our
hopes and expectations on things that are passing away. “Heaven
and earth will pass away,” Jesus says, “but my words will not pass
away.” His words are eternal, just as he, the Word of God, is
eternal.

So the Advent hope is bigger than this world. It’s other-worldly.
It’s focussed on the light shining in the darkness (Jn 1:5), and on “the
life of the world to come,” as we declare in the Creed every Sunday
and holy day, the new heaven and earth that John speaks of at the
end of the Bible (Rev 21:1). It looks to a King who has no interest in
worldly power, a Savior who emptied himself of his divine power
to become a poor and helpless baby. What we hope for is a
contradiction to all worldly hopes, because what we expect is a
kingdom in which there is no darkness or distress, and which
cannot be shaken. And “it will come upon all who live on the face
of the whole earth.” In the Name of ...
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