Sermon B Advent II, 2011
Might & Restoration
There is a picture that appears and appears again throughout the Bible, almost as though it is a recycled idea.  It is the picture in the imaginations of the followers of God, of God’s coming to earth at the end of time.  It’s a cataclysmic picture.  It is the picture of the mountains being made low, and the valleys being lifted up; the rough places being made smooth and the uneven places level.  What for?  To make it possible for God to come in great power?  Some of us might feel rather ambivalent at this end of time thought.  We would be wanting to ask ourselves: are we spiritually prepared?  Have we achieved all in this life and situation that we want to and are therefore ready for the rapture?  But when we think this way, we also are recycling the ancient texts to fit our idea of the end of the age.
You see in the Old Testament passage that we heard read out today, Isaiah was not looking forward to the end of the age, but the end of the exile, to a time when God would come in great glory to release the captives in Babylon and lead them back to Jerusalem.  The prophet predicts God coming in a great show of might, because he believed the Babylonians would need to be overthrown by God before the children of Judah would be allowed to leave.  In the end, though, it was King Cyrus of Persia who conquered the Babylonians, not God directly.  And even as we recognize that this great bursting in of the might and power of God was not necessary in the end, we recognize that Isaiah had always also seen God treating his own people in a very much gentler way: God would lead them as a shepherd leads the flock; he would feed them, gather them tenderly, even carry them, and gently lead the mother sheep so that the little one would follow without fear.  This God is foreseen as mighty in bringing liberation, a liberation that was not in the end won by the might of God.  Yet this God is also gentle, tender, and loving in bringing about restoration of the people God loves. 

In telling the story of John the Baptist, Mark is also not thinking about the end of the age.  John is depicted as the one who fulfils Isaiah’s prophecy, of preparing the way for God.  Yet he can’t really be said to fulfil a prophecy about the end of the exile when this has already happened.  
However to the extent that Isaiah’s prophecy predicted that cataclysmic coming of God which had never taken place, John the Baptist ‘s coming can be said to again anticipate that prophecy as he prepared the way for the coming of Christ.  John too cried out for straight paths for the welcoming of a powerful and mighty one.  Yet this powerful and mighty one had the might and power not of a strong arm, coming in power, but of a human child born into poverty and vulnerability.  This expected one did not come to bring violence or vengeance against sinful humanity, but forgiveness, reconciliation, peace and restoration.  This one was powerful only in the spiritual sense of being able to baptise with water and the Holy Spirit, to offer the gift of cleansing, healing and full communion with God.  Power indeed, but one of the spiritual and not the temporal realm.  Again, despite cataclysmic predictions, the might of God when it was revealed among mortals, was not for destruction, but to bring restoration and peace.

I remember as I was growing up in Glasgow seeing often an elderly man who was clearly a vagrant walk around our suburb with a sandwich board predicting the end of the world.  On one side the board said “Repent, repent!” and on the other “the end of the world is nigh”.  This was a confusing image, because this man didn’t really look “respectable.”  He wasn’t at all like any of the Presbyterian ministers I had come into contact with, so it seemed incongruous that he should be carrying around a message from God.  (I think at that time I hadn’t fully understood that John the Baptist wasn’t exactly “respectable” either.)  Even as a child, though, I did somehow recognize that the judgmental character of the message didn’t quite “square” with the God whom I was beginning to understand as a loving father.  Even as a child I knew of the love and mercy of God, and somehow intuited that the mighty, powerful vengeful God was not the whole story.
Now this morning’s reading from II Peter is really interesting, because it produces for the early church an unusual explanation of why God in Jesus hasn’t yet returned in the great cataclysmic event that the Jews had been waiting for since Isaiah’s time, and that Christians took on in their expectation of the return to earth of the Christ.  The writer of Peter explains why the Old Testament apocalyptic messages “recycled” for the New Testament hadn’t yet happened.  The early church thought that Jesus would shortly return to earth on a cloud in great glory, and the apocalyptic end of all things would follow.  It’s probably too simplistic to say that the early Christians literalised the unrealized parts of the Isaiah story: in other words its might, power and vengeance aspects, and fused them with horrific apocalyptic stories of the end of the world, stories that were prevalent in the near east at that time.  This combination of stories and texts were then formed into predictions of the imminent end of the world.
But just as this didn’t happen at the end of the exile, and just as it didn’t happen in the person of Jesus at his birth in Bethlehem, it also didn’t happen after Jesus’ crucifixion, or resurrection or even at the sacking of the Temple by the Romans in the year 70AD.  So maybe God has been trying all along to tell us something about our human expectation that God will come to us in great power and might.

Matthew’s gospel had already stated that no one knows the day and the hour of Christ’s return.  Peter explains the delay by saying that for God one day is like a thousand and a thousand days are like one day.  The prediction was certainly that Jesus would come soon, and that the end of the world would follow.  Peter suggests that the period of time that needed to pass for God to keep this promise was in fact short in God’s terms but that it could add up to a thousand years in our terms.  The logic is that God hadn’t broken the promise of Jesus’ return.  Jesus would return but in God’s time and not in ours.
The question for us is how bound up we are in the picture of might and power that Christian apocalyptic texts tell us will herald the second coming of Christ, when in every other situation in scripture where this has been predicted, the gentleness of God gets to “upstage” the so called might of God.  If the strong arm of God has not yet shown itself in biblical events of liberation, what are we to make of the prediction for the second coming?
Peter’s suggestion that God’s way of measuring time may not be like our way of measuring time may well explain why the second coming of Christ has not yet taken place.  But it also confronts us once more with the tender loving mercy of a God who could set the heavens ablaze and dissolve the elements at a “flick of the wrist”, but who chooses not to.  Peter suggests that the cataclysmic end has not come only because God is patient and wants to give human beings plenty of time to repent.  Again the might and power and potential vengeance of God is subjugated to the loving and tender impulse of God to bring about full communion with the whole of humanity.
But let’s not be misled.  This contrast between God’s might and God’s tenderness cuts both ways: just as the tender loving kindness of God balances out the might of God in our readings, so too, the mightiness of God should stop us from sentimentalizing the Baby Jesus, the Advent expectation of God in our midst.  John is right when he says that it is repentance that is the only fitting attitude to bring to welcome Christ.  We should take John’s call seriously, not because we are afraid of being dissolved like the mountains and elements in Isaiah’s picture of God’s coming, but because we wish out of love and respect, to be found worthy of God’s tender loving kindness, that is offered to us, drawing us more closely to him.
Amen.
