
Advent 2, Year C
9 December, 2018

St Michael’s Church, O’Fallon, IL

Proper: Baruch 5:1-9; Canticle 4; Philippians 1:3-11; Luke 3:1-6

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

a     a     a

I seem to be in a myth-debunking mood this fall. Some weeks ago
I targeted the popular idea that when we die we go straight to
heaven, get a set of wings and flutter among the clouds as
disembodied spirits for all eternity. In case you missed it, that’s not
what happens at all. Our bodies will be raised from the dead in a
glorified form when Jesus returns at the end of time and brings in the
new heaven and the new earth (cf the last two lines of the Creed). 

Last week I debunked the modern myth of the Advent wreath and all
the things it supposedly symbolizes. It doesn’t symbolize anything;
it’s just a way of marking the time until Christmas. All the things
we’ve been told it symbolizes have been made up over the past fifty
years or so as a way of shifting our focus from the traditional, not-
so-pleasant themes of Advent, toward things that are much more
pleasant to think about. But notice that we’ve still got a lovely big
Advent wreath right here beside the pulpit, because we’re marking
the time until Christmas. I should have pointed out last week that
there is one thing in it that has genuine Christian symbolism. It’s the
Christ candle in the center of the wreath. We’ll light it on Christmas
Eve as a representation of what John says in his gospel about Jesus:
“The Light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not
overcome it” (Jn 1:5). 

Well this week I’m going to debunk another modern myth. The
Rev’d Fleming Rutledge says that when she was a young
Episcopalian, about the time when a lot of traditional beliefs and
practices began to be replaced by things the modernizers thought
would be more appealing to modern people, the common line was
that “the Church doesn’t believe that stuff anymore.” And a lot of

people, clergy included, actually swallowed that line. The tragic
thing about it was that it didn’t stop at lesser or secondary things,
like the traditional themes of Advent, or women covering their
heads, and men uncovering their heads, when they enter a church.
People were beginning to disbelieve some of the core beliefs of
Christianity, like the fact that the man Jesus is also really and truly
the God who created humankind, and that he actually rose from the
dead after having been crucified. 

Those ideas had been percolating among a number of skeptical Bible
scholars for a hundred years or more, before they were finally picked
up by seminary professors around the time Mother Rutledge was
going to college in the mid-1950s. And many of the young clergy
they taught back then soaked it all up and began teaching it from the
pulpit. And when they began to say to their congregations, “we don’t
believe that stuff anymore,” most of their people were confused at
first. But many began to believe it, because they trusted that their
clergy were being faithful to their ordination vows, particularly the
one where they promised to “banish and drive away all erroneous
and strange doctrines contrary to God’s Word.” But  others didn’t
stand for this new teaching, and either went to church elsewhere or
nowhere else. 

My reasoning, when I quit church, was that I might just as well be
a member of the Kiwanis Club as to listen to a preacher who says we
don’t believe this stuff anymore in the middle of a liturgy which says
that we actually do believe this stuff. An old friend, who was
himself a victim of that skeptical– even agnostic– teaching in his
seminary days, said that it doesn’t really matter what the preacher
says because the Creed, which we all stand up and say right after the
sermon, will correct it all. But that’s a cop-out because what does it
say about the integrity of the person who proclaims that we don’t
believe that stuff anymore, and then stands in the place of Christ at
the altar saying, “This is my Body... This is my Blood”? That’s a
seriously bad situation! But thankfully, most of those false teachers
are either retired or dead. Some are still around though.



Alright, so back to debunking modern myths. I say all this because
I want you to understand that the Christian faith is a package deal.
As another old priest-friend said, you don’t pick and choose which
bits of it you’d like to believe and which ones you don’t want to
believe. You embrace the whole thing. You embrace Jesus as he has
revealed himself, and his Gospel as he has presented it, because it
has come from the mouth of God himself. And you embrace the
teaching of the Church where it is consistent with the Gospel, and
reject what isn’t. And when it comes to lesser things, like the way
we observe Advent or other times and seasons, we really ought to try
to understand how and why they developed through the long life of
the Church, and how they support and encourage our faith. 

One of the traditional themes of Advent, the one that’s specially
emphasized in today’s collect and readings, is repentance. It’s one
of those Advent themes that people have said we don’t observe any
more. It’s not that the Church doesn’t believe in repentance any
more, but that it’s something that the mainline Protestant churches
have tried to tone down. Five hundred years ago the Protestant
Reformers placed a heavy emphasis on sin and repentance, which
you still see in the Rite One liturgy that we’re using in Advent. Then
in the 1960s some liturgical experts decided that we didn’t need to
spend so much time beating our breasts any more, which led some
in the pews to think that we must not be as sinful as our ancestors.
Remember what I said last week about the belief that humanity is
continually improving itself, but which runs contrary to the Gospel?
So one of the ways church leaders found to tone down that old
heavy emphasis on sin and repentance was to declare that Advent is
not a season of repentance after all, but of joy. And they decided that
we should change the color of the season from purple, which
represents penitence, to blue, which represents the Virgin Mary,
because she’s expecting a baby, and that’s a joyful thing. 

The thinking was that it’s okay to pile on the repentance in Lent, but
that it’s a distraction from the real focus of Advent which, they say,
is the holy baby whose birth we’re getting ready to celebrate. After
all, we are now, to borrow an expression from the great man who

died last week, a kinder, gentler people, so it’s time we adopted a
kinder, gentler religious outlook. But, to borrow an expression from
the man who once ran against the great man who died last week,
“here’s the deal”: The Scripture passages that we read in Advent
fight against that idea, the way the Creed fights against bad
preachers. Yes, we’re getting ready to celebrate the birth of the holy
baby long ago. But more importantly, it’s a cover, an outward and
visible sign of our inward and spiritual getting ready to greet his
return at the end of time.

And Scripture makes it abundantly clear that the key aspect of
getting ready to meet the Lord, to come face-to-face with the God
who made us, is repentance. Because as God himself warned Moses,
no sinful person can see the face of God and live (Ex 33:20). It’s only
by being washed in the Blood of Christ, and clothed in his
righteousness that we can stand before God. That’s why repentance
is essential to Advent. That’s why it’s also essential in preparing to
receive the Body and Blood of Christ, because that’s how he fills us
with his sinless life. And before either of those things happens, we
need to be freed from the sin that is in us by confessing it and asking
God to forgive us.

So absolutely, Advent is about repentance. Today’s collect can’t 
make that any clearer: 

Merciful God, who sent thy messengers the prophets to preach
repentance and prepare the way for our salvation: Give us grace to
heed their warnings and forsake our sins, that we may greet with
joy the coming of Jesus Christ our Redeemer...

Notice that joy is not a theme of Advent, according to this prayer,
but forsaking our sins is. Joy is what happens when Advent comes
to an end. We’ll joyfully celebrate the birth of Jesus; and we’ll
joyfully hail him when he comes again in glory. And our joy will be
all the greater because of our penitential preparation. “Heaviness
may endure for a night, but joy comes in the morning” (Ps 30). That’s
why there’s such urgency in John the Baptist’s preaching,
“proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins,”



Mark says, because that’s the only proper way to “prepare the way
of the Lord.” 

Today’s gospel is just the first part of what we’re going to finish
reading next week. It’s there that John talks about the ax being laid
to the root of trees that don’t bear fruit, and about the One who is to
come who will separate the wheat from the chaff, throwing the chaff
into the unquenchable fire. And this, Mark says, is how John
proclaimed the Good News about Jesus to the people. None of it
sounds all that pleasant to our modern ears. In fact, as one
commentator says, “John the Baptist would not have done well in a
culture-affirming, therapeutic religious environment” like ours (David

L Jeffrey, Luke, Brazos, 2012:57). Yet this is the Good News, because it’s
the only way we have of getting right with God. So no matter how
nice or harsh it sounds, it’s good because of the outcome that it
points to. 

Baruch is an interesting character. He was Jeremiah’s secretary, the
one who followed Jeremiah and wrote down everything he
prophesied. But we hardly ever read anything from Baruch himself–
just today, and sometimes at the Easter Vigil. His little letter, in the
Apocrypha, is a sort of follow-up to the book of Jeremiah. Judah
was occupied by three different empires during his and  Jeremiah’s
lifetime. And at one point the leaders of the nation, including the
religious leaders, had all been deported to Babylon. The rest of the
people, however, were allowed to stay put, but under what’s come
to be know as the Babylonian Captivity. So Jeremiah prophesied to
God’s people in exile, even though most of them hadn’t been
deported. And since the priests had all been carried off and the
temple was in ruins, it was very much a spiritual exile. Jeremiah’s
message was that it was going to end one day, that the priests would
be allowed to return, the temple would be rebuilt, and God would
soon restore his covenant relationship with his people, if only they
would repent. But the people refused to listen to Jeremiah and
hardened their hearts toward God even more. 

But when Baruch began to call on God’s people to repent, they

began to listen. So his letter is to a community in exile whose hearts
had begun to soften, who had begun to hear the call of God, to
confess their sins, and to return to God. And it ends with that
beautiful last chapter that we read today, which begins, “Take off the
garment of your sorrow and affliction, O Jerusalem, and put on
forever the beauty of the glory from God.” Eventually the captivity
came to an end under the reign of Cyrus, king of Persia, after he had
conquered the Babylonian Empire. But Jeremiah and Baruch were
both long dead by then.

The Church has always seen Baruch’s letter as an Advent letter of
sorts, because it speaks to God’s people in their repentance, and
because of the prophetic elements in it which speaks pretty clearly
of the Church of the risen Christ: 

Arise, O Jerusalem, stand upon the height; look toward the east,
and see your children gathered from west and east at the word of
the Holy One, rejoicing that God has remembered them.

These are people, both Jews and Gentiles, scattered throughout the
world, who have heard the Good News about Jesus, and have
heeded John’s call to repent and be baptized for the forgiveness of
sin (cf Joel 2:12). Because that is how we make ourselves ready to greet
the Lord when he comes to us, whether as a baby in Bethlehem, or
in his glorious majesty at the end of time, or at the Communion rail
where he fills us with his own divine life. 

So when someone tries to tell you that Advent has nothing to do
with repentance, don’t you believe them! Being constantly in a state
of repentance is a huge part of the Christian life, because we never
know when we’re going to meet our Maker. And Advent is the
season that reminds us of that, so that we’ll always be ready to greet
the Lord when he comes to us. Advent, to put it in Baruch’s words,
is very clearly about putting on “the garment of our sorrow and
affliction” for a season so that in the fullness of time we’ll be ready
to “put on forever the beauty of the glory from God.” In the Name of
... a.m.d.g.
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