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2nd Sunday in Advent

Lord, as the December nights grow longer, and the earth moves toward the cold of winter, we gather to await your advent among us.  You have given us so many good gifts, Lord, but few gifts are as important to us as the gift of hope.  It is hope in you and your goodness that enables us to keep going when life is difficult.  It is hope that preserves our patience when all seems lost.  Because your love for us is not only caring and compassionate but also active and resourceful, we have hope.  You keep coming to us, reaching out to us, and making a way for us when it seems as if there is no way.  With heartfelt thanks, we praise your name.  Amen.

“Hope and Fear”

John the Baptist makes his abrupt appearance every year during Advent for the obvious reason that he came, to use his own words, to “prepare the way of the Lord.”  But I think there’s another reason John comes to us in Advent.  I think John comes to bring hope to everyone who needs to hear a message of hope during the Christmas season.  I think he comes for all the people who don’t think this is the “hap, happiest time of the year.”

So this morning, this message is for all of you who don’t exactly think it’s the most wonderful time of the year. 

And yet, no matter how many times we hear that God is with us, we fear.  We lose hope.  

John the Baptist isn’t someone we normally think of as fearful.  After all, John is strong and brave and bold in his proclamation to prepare the way of the Lord.  At least back in chapter 3 of Matthew he’s strong and bold and brave.  But in chapter 11 he’s afraid.  He’s scared.  He tells one of his disciples to go ask Jesus for him “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?”

So what has happened between chapters 3 and 11?  Prison has happened.  John’s in jail, accused of being a political enemy of King Herod.  He’s alone and feeling a whole lot of doubt that the Jesus he thought was the Messiah isn’t really the Messiah after all.  He’s wondering if his message to prepare the way of the Lord was told in vain.  He’s worried it might have been and he knows it’s going to get him killed.  

I’ve never been to jail, but I’m guessing that it can put doubt into anybody’s heart, even in the staunchest of believers.  It’s easy to believe in God in the bright sunlight when all is joyful and free, but let the iron doors of difficulty slam shut, and doubt is there in the darkness.  Anyone who has lived through a difficult period knows this.  

John the Baptist sat in his cell waiting for the door to be opened.  Waiting for the door of hope to come and free him.  John hoped the door would be opened with an encouraging word from Jesus, the very Messiah he proclaimed.  He’s anxiously awaiting a response to his question, “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?”

Jesus sends a message back to his friend.  Tell John, he says, that the blind will receive sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear.  That’s an almost direct quote from the 35th chapter of Isaiah we heard today:

The eyes of the blind shall be opened,

And the ears of the deaf unstopped,

Then the lame shall leap like a deer,

The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad.

Remember, John, as you sit there, in that cell – cold, hungry, thirsty, waiting for your inevitable execution – remember the promise that came to our people at their darkest, most frightening moment.  Remember what Isaiah said:

They shall see the glory of the Lord, the majesty of our God . . .

Strengthen the weak hands,

And make firm the feeble knees.

Say to those who are of a fearful heart,

“Be strong, do not fear!”

The beauty of the God Isaiah proclaims and John proclaims (but is now doubting) is that this God not only hears our cries of fear, but comes to us and picks us up in the darkness of our nights, in our very darkest days and assures us, “Everything will be alright.  Do not be afraid.  I will open your locked prison door so that you will not languish any longer.”

The Bible may speak of “fear” 400 times, but its core message is one of hope.  It’s what Paul proclaims in his letter to the Romans: “For whatever was written in former days was written for our instruction, so that by steadfastness and by the encouragement of the scriptures we might have hope.”  Hope is the primary, fundamental, and persistent message in the Bible.

And hope is what Advent is all about.  The promise of Advent is that God is coming. God is coming with love and healing and hope into your life, whoever you are. God is coming with light into whatever darkness you find yourself.  God is coming.  It’s what Advent is all about.

Thanksgiving night, after a big meal, we all plopped down in front of the TV and started channel surfing.  Well what should we happen upon but the movie Elf.  I’ve talked to you about Elf before, but it’s worth repeating because its message is all about hope.  

Buddy the Elf is having a dark moment on Christmas Eve.  He’s all alone, until he spots Santa in his broken down sleigh.  Buddy saves the day by fixing Santa’s sleigh.  But before he does, his father the skeptic refuses to believe it’s really Santa until he sees his sleigh fly.  “But how can I really believe it’s you when I can’t see your sleigh fly?” he asks.

To which Santa replies, “The spirit of Christmas isn’t about seeing, it’s about believing.”

To believe in the miracle of Christmas is to believe in hope, triumph, and love in the face of adversity.  It’s about believing that somehow, God came down to live in this world, in a most unexpected way.  And that because God came, there is reason to hope.  That in the face of devastation, loss and fear there is reason to hope.  That indeed, there really is no reason to fear, just like the angel said to Mary, because nothing is impossible with God. 

Fear not.  It’s a phrase appears at some pretty important moments.  In Genesis God tells Abraham, “Do not be afraid, Abram, I am your shield.”  God hears Hagar crying and says to her “Do not be afraid, for God has heard the voice of the boy where he is.  And behold, I will make a great nation of him.”  God appears to Isaac and says to him, “Do not be afraid, for I am with you and will bless you and make your offspring numerous.” 

Jumping to the New Testament, we meet the women at the tomb on Easter morning.  When they rolled back the stone, an angel of the Lord said to them, “Do not be afraid.”  

And at this time of the year we hear the angel Gabriel say to Mary, “Fear not, for you have found favor with God.”  

Fear not.  Do not be afraid.  The Lord your God is with you.  

Fear not.  It is the one word we all need to hear because it is a saving word.  Families, loved ones, and victims of disease, terrorist attacks, and military action need to hear it.  People facing a new job and a new adventure need to hear it.  People facing surgery and critical illness need to hear it.  The newly married and new parents need to hear.  The newly unemployed and unattached need to hear it.  “Fear not.”

At the end of his book “The Eyes of the Heart”, Frederick Buechner writes about his only brother, Jamie, who lived alone and was dying of cancer.  Buechner visited him when the end was near.  They talked and then Jamie asked for a favor.  Buechner writes:

He never went to church except once in a while to hear me and he didn’t want a funeral, he told me . . .but when I suggested maybe cocktails and dinner for some of his old friends . . .he said that sounded like a good idea.  But he did ask me if I would write a prayer for him that he could use and keep on the table by his bedside.  (p. 163)

Buechner wrote for his brother-and for all of us:

Dear Lord, bring me through darkness into light.  Bring me through pain into peace.  Bring me through death into life.  Be with me wherever I go, and with everyone I love.  In Christ’s name I ask it.  Amen.

In Advent we’re reminded of this very simple but difficult truth, that we have no reason to fear, for God is coming to fill your life with light and hope.

A couple nights ago Charlotte woke up crying around 2 am.  Not a loud, wailing cry but a soft, muffled cry-the kind of cry that made me wonder if she’d fall back asleep without my needing going in to see what was the matter.  But it went on, so I got up and found her sitting in her bed.  She reached out her arms for me to pick her up, which I did, and I held her and told her it was OK.  “Everything is going to be alright.”  

It’s the first time she’s woken up out of fear, or at least I think that’s what it was.  Charlotte is at the age when kids start having nightmares, at least the kind that wake them up and want them to wake up others.  But after a minute in her Mom’s arms she said, “You can put me back into my bed.”  Which I did.  I guess all she needed to know was that she wasn’t alone and everything was OK.  She didn’t have anything to fear.

In Advent God comes to us and picks us up in our darkest and most hopeless moments and assure us that everything will be alright even when we doubt that’s so.

This Advent, may the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that you may abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.

Amen.

