Sermon B
Advent 1, 2011

“Power & Gentleness.”

Today we celebrate Advent Sunday.  This is the first Sunday of the new Church year.  It is the Sunday when we begin intentionally to “wait for” or “wait on” Jesus who comes to us every Christmas, as though for the first time.  We have readings this morning written by people from very diverse situations across 800 years of biblical history.  Each of the communities represented is waiting for something. We are waiting for something.  It’s as though we are brought to the same waiting place as the people of the Northern Kingdom of Israel, the Southern kingdom of Judah, the Corinthian Church and the Markan community, the groups represented by our writers.  Today’s readings bring us and them, as it were, to the same bus stop, but it’s as though we are all waiting for different buses. Different forms of deliverance or release are envisaged, some through God’s might and power; some through gentler expressions of God’s mercy. 

The Psalm is the oldest of the texts, written in the mid-eighth century BC.  The reference to “Ephraim, Benjamin and Manasseh” tells us this Psalm was written in Israel at the time when there were two kingdoms: Israel to the North and Judah to the south.  It is a lament asking God for deliverance from the Assyrian army who had overrun Israel.  What is this psalmist waiting for?  He is waiting for God to shine out in glory, to come and save the people in great power, to overthrow the Assyrian army, the enemy.  He is waiting for a mighty God.  And yet there is also an indication of a gentler kind of deliverance, where God is addressed as the shepherd of Israel, the God who led the ancestors like a flock, and who will continue to help Israel in this time of national disaster.
The Isaiah reading is next, chronologically.  It was written in the time of the exile around 530BC.  The writer of this part of Isaiah may have been a Jew exiled in Babylon.  He writes at a time when it is clear that the Babylonians, the oppressors of his people, are about to be defeated by the Persians under the rule of King Cyrus.  King Cyrus was a great warrior and in his time overthrew much of the ancient Near East.  Ironically he always allowed the people of the nations he occupied to follow their own religious practices.  In fact Cyrus later restored Jerusalem and its temple and allowed the exiles of Judah to return home, with resources financial and material to carry out this work.  Note again the language of explosive power that is used to invoke God’s participation in this deliverance. Tear open the heavens and come down, come as fire, make the mountains quake and the nations tremble… This people too is waiting for a mighty God…  And yet again there is a gentler image.  God is depicted also as a potter patiently and gently moulding the clay of sinful human nature to bring about spiritual transformation.

In the Epistle reading, Paul is writing to the Church in Corinth, a church of very gifted people, who had not always used their giftedness from God in ways that were God-centred.  Often they exercised their gifts in ways that were boastful, self-aggrandising  or self-centred.  Paul encourages this community by affirming them, but by reminding them that their spiritual gifts are temporary expressions of God’s grace, and not ends in themselves.  Paul encourages them to understand their gifts in the context of eagerly awaiting the revelation of our Lord Jesus Christ, the looking ahead that is the vocation of all Christian people.   Paul, as the two other writers I have referred to, sees the final deliverance in terms of the end-time when Christ will be revealed, but affirms the pledge of God to continue to strengthen his people, through their relationship with Christ.  Once again the cataclysmic coming of the end time in power and might which is implied here, is balanced by a gentler deliverance as God works patiently with sinful followers through their relationship with Jesus Christ.
In the reading from St Mark’s gospel we have the second coming of Jesus writ large.  The 23 verses that precede this morning’s reading predict the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem and a whole list of sufferings that will take place in association with this.  The final signs are that the   sun will be darkened, the moon will not give light, the stars will flee from heaven, all to herald the Son of Man coming on the clouds with great glory.  The signs of the fulfillment of all things will be violent reflecting the mightiness of God.  Yet in the midst of the might and violence, again there is a gentle sign: that of the fig tree.  Apparently in Palestine the fig tree is the only sure sign of the season of summer, because its leaves will definitely not begin to shoot until summer has definitely arrived.  It is used hear as a picture of a gentler sign of the great reckoning, a “softer” alternative.

Can you now, then, imagine the queue at our proverbial bus stop?  Some are waiting for the bus that will bring them national, political deliverance; some are waiting for the bus that will take them out of exile back to their beloved Jerusalem; some are waiting for the bus that will take them to a place of deeper encounter with Jesus; some are waiting for a sign, whether cataclysmic or gentle, to indicate which is the right bus to take in the first place.  At the risk of stretching this metaphor too far, at the beginning of this Advent if we were standing at that bus stop what kind of bus would we be waiting for?   What sort of journey would it be important for us to make?    

Firstly, I would like to think that we might be found standing at the bus stop together, the people of God in our own era and in this place.  Because we are prayerful people we bring the concerns of the nations in our world that are not at peace.  People of the Arab world seeking just and representative governments; people of Europe seeking stability economically, people in Asia, many of whose communities are still trying to rebuild lives and communities following natural disasters (flood in Thailand; Cyclones in the Philippines).  But we also bring the desires of our own hearts.  In what areas in our own lives do we need deliverance from pain or sorrow; from fear or alienation, or from a kind of exile from the self?  Where do we need to encounter Jesus more deeply, or be open to being encountered by him? What will make it clear to us the right direction for us to take? 
And once we have arrived at our destination, how do we expect God to encounter us?  …in great earthshaking realization, or in softer gentler apprehension of God’s presence?

The images that Advent suggests to us, and leads us to anticipate, are those concerned with the birth of Christ.  The story of Christ’s birth contains both kinds of signs; those that are common-place and those that are cataclysmic.  Christ’s birth is common place in its ordinariness, yet cataclysmic in its religious and spiritual significance. 
The journey towards Christmas is what Advent is all about.  But we are not there yet.  For most of us the journey has just begun and some of us may not even have reached the bus stop.  Whatever your needs and struggles, hopes or sense of promise I commend Advent to you, the season that if we follow through, takes us right into the presence of Christ the one who knows all that we need, and who promises always to make God present to us in our world, our time, and our situation.  Amen. 

