Lcan ln, Lct Go, Le:t Lovc

Here we are, kicking off the season of Advent. Advent,
the season of Prcparation, the bcginning of a new

( hurch year, the ]ight of (God entering the world. We
wait cxpectantlg—ﬂcor the coming of the infant Jesus, and

for the return of our resurrected Lorcl.

[t's interesting that this kick-off is book-ended this
morning, bg passages from ]saiah and Mark, both bringing

a serious dose of darkness ancljuclgment. lsaiah laments,

“But you were angry, and we sirmecl;
because you hid 9ourselg we transgressed
We have all become like one who is unclean,

and all our rightcous deeds are like a ﬁlthg cloth.”

The Gospel speaks of a sun that will be clarkcnec}, stars
Fa”ing from hcaven, a moon without light.

This is, let’s be honest) Heak, heavg stuff. |t can be hard

to reconcile this in the midst of holiclag celebrations,

festive decorations and Christmas shopping. Put this



year, Pcrhaps it's not so hard to reconcile. ]t seems
there’s much less tension, this year, between images of
thsjog?ul expectation of Chris’t’s birth, and the dark
warning onchgemcnt dag.

| must confess, ['ve struggle& in past years with becoming
a little grumpy cluring Advent. | tgl:)ica”g find mgselxc
bemoaning the distractions of the season—the Parties,
the commercials for extravagant ghcts) the rush and
busyness—— c!rawing us away from the true reflection
Advent calls us to. Tl‘lis year, though, I'm seeing Advent
through a different lens—one Possiblg more aligmcci with

our current rea]itg.

That’s because Advent is imherentlg dual-natured: we
wait for the celebration of the Incarnation; we wait for the
final coming of Christ. What better examp]e of Advent’s
contrasts than in the arrival of (God incarnate: Our
Savior comes not as a conquering) a”~PowerFul Kingm
but as a helpless babe, born to a poor, unwed teenage

gir]. Agirl who delivered the | ord of | ords and King of

Kings not in any measure of saFetg and security, but in



the midst of a Peri]ousjoumcg to Bcth]chem forthe
Roman-mandated census. Agirl who gave birth in the
dark shadows of a chi”g manger, farfrom home. Marg’s
Adventjoumcg was certain]g one seepc—:d with
uncertainty and discomfort.

T hisis the oFtemForgotten part of Advent. [Tor Advent,

much like | ent, is a season of Fasting——oF reﬂection) of
secking within. Magbe a strong measure of darkness
actua”9 works best for that.

(_onsider the story of Anthong Rag Hinton, who waited
28 years on death row to be exonerated of a crime he did
not commit. Mr. f‘linton, a B]ack man, was wrong¥u119
convicted in 1985 in Alabama for the murders of two
restaurant managers. Thc prosecutor had slim evidence
against Mr. Hinton—no ﬁngerprints at the scene, no
witnesses. Still, an identification in a !inc~uP led to his

arrest and subsequent conviction.

Mr. [Hinton waited for three decades for the truth to

emcrgc. HC COUICX havc easi!g bCCOI’ﬂC harclencd,



embittcred, and dc—:spondc—:nt. lnstead, he left death row
with a new mission in life. As an advocate for Prison

reform and educator for the Equal Justice [nitiative, Mr.
Hinton ﬁghts for others like himself. He also Publishecﬂ a

memoir, 7776 Sun [Does 5/7/[7(:‘: [Fow | ound [ ife and
/: reedom on Deatﬁ Kow.

Mr. Hinton is remarkable for what he’s done since his
release, but he’s Perhaps more remarkable for what he
did while in Prison. During the darkest of moments, within
his heart, he kept hoPe alive. gomehow, he found “life

and freedom” on death row.

Of the injusticc of his experience, Mr. Hinton says, |
chose to Forgive. ] chose to stay vigi!ant to any signs of
anger or hate in my heart. Theg took thirtg years of my
life. If ] couldn’t Forgive, if ] couldn’t geeljog, that would
be like giving them the rest of my life. The rest of my life

is mine.”

Mr. Hinton chose not to be overcome bg the darkness of
his long waiting, but to find the light within it.



50 what can we learn from the inherent darkness of

Aclvcnt?

Some oFgou may know that my secularjob is as a
Prmccssional writer. | started writing my first novel at the
age of 10, after receiving a tgpewriter as a Christmas
gth. | am Passionate about literature and language. When
] look at the language of toclag’s Gospe], ] can’t help but
fixate on the verbs: beware, /éec‘/o a/@rf, /éee/o awake—
action verbs. Put what action, spechcica”g, are we meant

to take? What exactl9 are we to be awake and alert for?

Forinfact the season of Advent is often shrouded }33
festivities: Partics, travcl, entertainment. Mg {:amilﬂ has
traveled to New York Cit9 to see the Rockettes
Christmas show. As fans of live theatre, we've enjoged
The Nutcracker and A C%ristmas Carol on stage.
We've been to the National Harbor to see the huge ice
5culpture exhibit, and we've enjogecl the Paltimore
59mphon9 Orchestra’s holic}ag show.



This year, we'll be doing none of that. As we wait for
Chris’cmas to arrive, our focus is elsewhere. Forme, it’s
focused on the waiting we've been doing as a nation this

Past year:

Waiting ?orjustice for People like Anthong Hinton)
George Flogd) and Prianna Taglor. Waiting fora
vaccine. Waiting to see if the government will do another
stimulus. Waiting to be able to live as we once did: to visit
loved ones, to send our children back to school, to gather
again in church. And for some of us, waiting to sPend the

first ho!ic}ay without a loved one we’ve lost.

This is a waiting so filled with anxiety that it can cause us
to want to dive headfirst into a slumber of indifference.

We are, in short, Fatiguec! bg waiting.

But amid the Prcparations forthe coming light of the
incarnation, the Gospel calls us to a different kind of
waiting. A waiting filled with both reflection and action.



]n the Gospel’s commands to keep alc—:rt, beware) kec—:l:)
awakc) we might consider a threc—:~Prongcd aPProach to

this season of Preparation.

irst, | suggest this Advent season that we fean in. | ean
into the darkness of the times even as we embrace
glimmers of light | eaninto the tension between birth and
juclgment, and the oPPortunities to see the SHEQE of the
incarnation in our own lives. | eaninto the moments of
grace within the sugering, of Forgiveness within our own

sin.

Theo!ogian Dietrich Bonhoeger noted, “The

celebration of Advent is Possible onlg to those who are
troubled in soul, who know themselves to be poor and
impentect) and who look forward to something greater to

come.”

Bonhocger seemed to suggest that Advent’s
celebration lie not on]g in the sweet innocence of babg
Jesus in the manger, but also in the darkness of our own

iniquitics. That in ]eaning into this space of imPchcction



and mess, we might engage in our deepcst cxpcricnce of

Aclvent.

In addition to ]eaning in, we might also spencﬂ some time
eva]uating what we can /ctgo: | et go of that which does
not serve us in this season of reflection. | et g0 of those
things we cannot control but try to invain. | et go of our
anxieties, distractions, and addictions to world]g things.
Forin Ietting go of such clutter and noise, we create

space to hear the still small voice of (God within us.

Fina”g, my prayer is that in leaning in and letting go, we're
able to et Jove: Let love radiate to those around us
experiencing C!CCP moments of darkness. | et love guic}e
us in extenc}inggrace to friend and stranger alike—
ogcring a kind word, men&ing a broken re]ationship,
Forgiving someone who's offended us. | et love be our
focal Point in our prayers for others. | et love open our
cyes to see the |ncarnate Christ in every human bcing.

| et love %clp us continue to minister and share ourghcts

in new and creative ways.



As we’re forced bg circumstances to slow down this year,
may we consider how a Pand@mic cxperiencc of Advent
could actua”g be a more authentic PrcParation forthe
coming (_hrist. Mag we consider what rebirths await us
out of the darkness, in our own faith lives and in our faith

Communitg.

When this seems diﬁcicult, when we feel Fatiguecl) we can
recall |saiah’s words: “Yet, O | ord, you are our T ather;
we are the clag, and you are our Potter; we are all the
work oggour hand.” We can rest assured that Goé)s

hand is ever at work in our lives.

We can remember Faul’s Promise that (Godis Faithgul,
giving grace and enriching us in every way through Christ
Jesus. We can find hope that in the dags aPProaching
Christ’s return, (3od will gather his e!cct, from the ends
of the ecarth to the ends of heaven.

(Godis present with us in our Adventjoumeg. | etus
focus this season on a”owing (God to shapc and mold us.

Let us lean into the clarkness, let go of that which does



not serve, and let love be our focal Point_spreacling
peace to all we encounter: not in sPite of the clarkness,
but within and through it»—strc—:ngthenc& to the end as we
wait for the revc—:aling of our| ord Jesus.
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