Advent 3B – Cirencester – 2011 

Greetings from the Episcopal Church in America, my home Province, and from your diocesan staff, where I now serve. I have visited here for weekday services and participated in your School of Faith, and it is wonderful to be with you for Sunday worship. Thanks to your rector for the invitation. 

It may not surprise you to learn that, before I had even begun to contemplate today’s scripture passages, Father Leonard told me my sermon title. And it will probably not surprise him that I have chosen to disregard it. 

“Good news to the Oppressed” certainly rings out in the Isaiah passage and through the whole of scripture, but it was not what sprang forth from the passages, taken together, on this “Gaudate”, or “Rejoice!” Sunday. Rather, I was struck by the theme of vocation in all three readings. If I did have to give it a title, it might be, “Call Waiting”. 

Do you have that feature on your phones over here? It’s a little click that tells you someone is trying to get through to you while you are already busy talking to somebody else, and you can either interrupt your current conversation to check it out or you can press “ignore”. It’s not all that bad an image for God’s approach to us. 

Advent is the season that reminds us we are waiting for Christ to come. It’s a waiting across the horizons of time. We’re waiting for Baby Jesus, even two millennia after the birth of the Messiah actually occurred. And we’re waiting for his return in glory at the end of the ages, even though not many of us would like to see that in two weeks’ time. But are we also waiting and preparing for the Christ who may enter our lives today to draw us deeper into discipleship and ministry? Do we ever hear some little click in the midst of our busyness that hints at a different conversation waiting to happen? Do we recognize Advent as a time that God may be waiting for us and not just the other way around? 

Isaiah and John are two people who chose to pause their own conversations and activities and listen to God. They are spiritual giants to us, but their call is fundamentally the same as ours. Just like Isaiah, we have been anointed with God’s Spirit. It is Jesus’ promised gift to us when we become his followers. As we heard John the Baptist predicting in last week’s gospel, “he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit”. We have each been given that gift in our baptism. Now, the gift of the Spirit has some pretty big implications. It is our call to live according to the will and priorities of God and to shape our lives after the pattern set by Jesus. We each need to do it in our own particular way and in our own given circumstances, but there are some common themes, so let’s look at them. 

First, we are to bring good news to the oppressed, and here you get a bit of the sermon the rector wanted me to preach. Last week we heard Isaiah’s words of comfort and promise of provision and strength. Today we hear about affirmation and the binding up of broken hearts and lives. The good news we carry is about compassion, but it is even more about justice. It is about speaking out for liberation and inclusion across society’s divides. It is about tending to people’s physical needs, yes, but also about building confidence and strengthening them to stand tall. No less is it about sharing the goods and power some now enjoy with those have gone without them for so long. It is about not keeping the poor and oppressed at arm’s length, but getting beyond our fear and also connecting with our own poverty and oppression. On the grand scale it is about all nations and peoples rejoicing together before the Lord, but it has to start close to home with the very neighbours we find difficult and wish to ignore. Sometimes it’s so much easier to love humanity than the annoying person in the next office, or house, or pew. That won’t work. God’s call is practical and personal, not just some high concept. 

St. Paul also takes up the task of defining “how you ought to live and please God” as he winds up his letter to the Thessalonians. He has cautioned them about complacency and urged them to watchfulness, an entirely appropriate Advent theme. He has offered a long list of do’s and don’ts that are very much in line with the prophet. Now he counsels rejoicing, openness and discernment. He’s not advocating some mindless, “don’t worry, be happy” attitude, but rather a deep joy and gratitude for life and new life in Christ. He wants us to be always in communication with God, for that is the heart of prayer. And wants us to welcome new ideas and input, but not uncritically. People will tell you a lot of things, he warns, some even implying that they speak for God. Evaluate them carefully to see how they really accord with all that you know of the Holy One who has created all things, who has come to save us and who now empowers us by the Spirit. In this is our own peace and sanctification, for God will faithfully act through us when we pay attention, and when we trust and follow. 

Now it is time to turn to John, both the Evangelist and the Baptizer. We always spend the middle two Sundays of Advent with our Lord’s cousin John, and it’s usually a pretty sobering experience. In the first three gospels John comes across as a wild and scary figure calling us to repentance and a water baptism to wash away sin. Sometimes there are dire threats and warnings. Not so with the fourth evangelist. Here we see in John a prototype for ourselves as those called to bear witness to Christ. Like Isaiah, his life and activity are firmly grounded in God. For me, one of the most important lessons we can learn from this John is to know ourselves deeply and honestly. The Jerusalem authorities were trying to pin various identities on John and they tried to make him both more and less than he actually was, but he steadfastly resisted. His surpassing dignity is that he stands tall in the face of the powerful of the world and bows low before God. His role, and we share it, is to “testify to the light” and to bear witness to Christ’s presence with us right here and now. And we are to do it as the people we are, not by pretending to be something else. God is always at work transforming us and we owe it to God not to interfere with that, but we must pray and act and witness as we are able and not fake it. Otherwise it will ring hollow and we will not draw others into a true and honest relationship with Jesus. 

So where does this leave us, two weeks before Christmas? We’re in a frantically busy time of year and may have put more than one call on our time and energy “on hold” to deal with later. How are we assuring that, by pressing “ignore” on our “call waiting” feature, we have not pushed God to the end of the queue? Now is a good time for some of John’s deep honesty in evaluating what is most important and standing tall against the pressures of our consumer society. And as the days continue to shorten, maybe it’s time to bring a bit of light to those around us. But the challenge doesn’t end there. In the face of all the news of war, violence and economic crises, we need to remember God’s call to justice and generosity as well as to peace and compassion. 

It’s a tall order for us who do not consider ourselves spiritual giants, but it is in fact our vocation and calling. Thanks be to God that we do not have to fulfil it on our own. The Spirit of the Lord is upon us, upon each and every one of us, to strengthen us to respond to God’s call upon our lives. We can witness with a word of comfort or of invitation. How many folks have you asked to join you at church this Christmas? We can witness by sharing- our faith, our food, our time, our material goods, with those who have too little of any. We can pray and give thanks. Above all, on this “Gaudate” Sunday, we can rejoice in God’s call to us and in God’s gift of presence and salvation in Jesus. Please don’t press “ignore” on that. 

