Welcome The Mystery
By the Rev. Denise Schiavone

Welcome to Advent—the start of the (Church year. |t begins this fourth
Sundag before C!ﬁristmas and continues until Clﬁristmas Fve. This
morning we 1itera”5 move into a new ]iturgical year, transitioning to the
]cctionary rcac]ings for Year 5 and shhcting to our beautiful blue altar

linens and vestments.

The name Adventis derived from a | _atin word for “coming.” The

(Church fathers named this season in recognition of a time when 1ight and
life are &ading——tlﬁc da95 grown Ionger and darker and colder, trees bare,
wildlife in hibernation, the natural world slowing and slumbering around us.
T he season carries a clualitg of sorts, as we enter a Periocl of longing and
expectation, both for the coming miracle of the incarnation, and for the

final coming, of Christ “in power and glory,”

Ear]9 C}‘:urch leaders cncouragcc{ followers to dedicate these four
weeks 1eading up to (hristmas to fast, give, and pray. Yet during the first
1,200 years of Christianitg, the faithful celebrated [~ aster, not
C}‘:ristmas, as the most Prominent feast. And then St. ["rancis of Assisi,
one of the most revered Figures in the earlg (Church, offered a different
Perspective. rancis believed there was no need to wait for the
resurrection to exPcrience the fullness of Gocl’s love. Hc argued that
when (God became incarnate in Jesus, he showed his love for us from the

very beginning. ["rancis hclpcc‘ shaPe whatis todag one of our greatest
(hristian feasts: (hristmas.’

In this theological shift, the [Tranciscans hclpcd car]g (Christians
understand that in (God becoming flesh and taking on our Phgsical nature,

1 Richard Rohr, “An Advent Meditation with Richard Rohr”
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our Problem of unworthiness and human sin is no Ionger a Problem: God

saved us }DH becoming one OF us.

(atholic Pricst and contemplative Richard Rohr, himself a [Tranciscan,
said this shift “basica”g says that it’s good to be human, it’s good to be on
this earth, it’s good to be ﬂesh, it's good to have emotions. \We don’t need
to be ashamed of any of this. C]od loves matter and Phgsica]ity.”

For this mysterious incarnate (Christ, we're to wait: gasting, Praging, and
reﬂecting. Put with Thanksgivingjust ended and the rush of the
(Christmas season upon us, this harc”g sounds like the Advent exPerience
of our contemporarg world. We’ve entered the Frenzg of dccorating,
shoPPing) bells and lights and music, calls to eat, drink, and be merry.
When the world takes the (Christ out of (hristmas, the time leading up to
it becomes for some a Period of indulgence, and for others a stark
reminder of loneliness and Pain, a pressure to be cheerful when {:eeling far

from it.

Infact, 've often thought it's those who are grieving who best understand
the true meaning of Advcnt——tl‘xc bookends of anguis]ﬁ and relielc, loss
connection and emPtiness) loss and c}iscoverg. T his is one reason we at
(Christ Church dedicate a sPecial service of remembrance, so that those
sugering loss can step away from the mania of the season and into a quict
space of reflection. And whether a loved one, ajob, a relationship, or
some other part of us that's slipped away, we have all expcrienccd loss of
some kind. ] hoPe 3ou’”join us as we celebrate our Rosemary SCrvice of

Remembrance next Satur&ag.
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T his morning’s scripture readings give us much to consider about the dual
nature of Advent. ]saia]ﬂ portrays an angry (God who has “hidden his face
from his PeoPle and delivered them into the hand of their inequity.” T his

alongside the cry that “Yet, O |_ord, you are our [Tather; we are the clay,

and you are our Pottcr; we are all the work ofgour hand.”

The Fsalmist describes (God as long~angrg, despite the Peoplc’s
prayers—angry enoug% to feed them with the bread of tears, to make them
the derision of their neighbors and scorned bg their enemies. T!’)is sits
beside the rcpeatecl Plea: “Kestore us, O (God of hosts; show the ]ight of

your countenance, and we shall be saved.”

Andin Mark’s GOSPCL Jesus warns his disciples of a darkened sun and

moon, stars Fa”ing from heaven, all things to happcn after the horrible
sugering described in the Passagejust before this one, where brother
betrags brother and children put parents to death, (_reation shaken bg

unimaginable destruction and distress.

T his we hearjust after Paul’s Promise to the (Corinthians that “in every
way you have been enriched in [((God], in sPccclﬁ and knowlec}gc of every
kiﬂd——just as the testimony of Christ has been strengthened among you--
so that you are not ]acking in any sPiritual ghct as you wait for the revealing

of our Lord Jesus Christ. f’“]c will also strcngt}*ncn you to the end.”

Though a bit of a textual roller coaster, these contrasts tell the beautiful
story of our salvation Promise, from anger to restoration, sugcring to
streng’ch) darkness to light. We await the arrival of the (hrist child. We
contcmplate with uncertainty Christ’s final coming. QOur Savior comes
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not as a conquering king—but a helpless newborn. [1eaven and earth will

pass away, as the Son of Man returns in power and glorg,

Such marked contrasts can make us uncomfortable. This time oxcgear, we
Premcer to kccP our sig]ﬂts on the manger scene, to sing carols of peace on
[~ arth, to take in the g]ow of ho!idag lights. PButit’s help]cul to consider
that when we think of Aclvent’s call to prepare, we're notjust waiting for
the infant Jesus to be born. That momentous event alreac]g occurred
over two thousand years ago. Rathcr, we prepare to welcome the

Universa] Christ, (God incarnate bcing forever born in the human soul.

And that Urxiversa] Christ centers us on the dawning advent of (God’s
salvific work in a (_reation that is ever groaning, seeking, crying out for
grace and reconciliation. |n the darkness of violence and oppression,
(od our Restorer Promiscsjus‘cicc. ]n our brokenness and Pain, our (3o0d
of mercy offers healing. "rom within our anxieties, our (;od of love
assures us we will one dag see the fullness of [is glorious kingdom.
T}‘nese are the Promises that shine forth from our reaclings todag,
assuring us that those who trust in (God need not fear when the
Forebocjing events Predicted in M ark’s C]ospcl take Place.

5Piritual writer Gagle Poss calls Advent’s time of Preparation a “way to
striP down, to let the bared soul recall what it knows beneath its fear of
the c{ark, to know what Jesus called ‘the one thing necessary’: that there

is One who is the source of all lhce, Ore who comes to be with us and in



Welcome The Mystery
By the Rev. Denise Schiavone

us, even, esPeciaug, in darkness and death. One who brings anew

ijegirming.”Z

QOur ciwa”cngc, amid the uncertainty in what is now and what’s to come, is
to icigurc out how to lean into the |iving in between—and find the hoPe of

new beginnings.

Forjust as Jesus calls the first disciples to “KCCP Awake,” Advent calls
us here and now to i«aep awake—or Periﬂaps, to awaken from the many
ways we slumber. Awaken not to the babg Jcsus who’s aireacig come to
us, but to the umColciing mystery of (God incarnate aiwags with us—a
mystery both Pcrsonai and universal. [£'s an invitation that calls us to
discover a new consciousness of (5od, to mine new dCPti"lS in our
reiationship with (God, and to exp]ore new Possibilities for heaiing and

Wi‘lO]CﬂCSS ]COI" OUI"SCIVCS anci ti")C worid.

Admittedig, this can be difficult to do within the distractions of the
world’s de~Ci1risteci Christmas. [t's whg here at Ci’irist C]"IUFCi‘I

intentiona”9 set aside times of “retreat,” as we did c]uring 9esterciag’s
Advent Qyiet Dag. Lii«: we will next Saturciay at our Rosemarg

Service of Remembrance.

Ti‘iis Advent, my i'ioPe is that we can each slow down and find ways to
carve out quiet time for Preparation and reflection, even small moments of
retreat througiﬁout our dags, to i’)ClP us awaken to how (Godis working in
us and what (Godis ca”ing us to become. Awaken to the needs of the

2 Gayle Boss, All Creation Waits: The Advent Mystery of New Beginnings, illus. by David G. Klein (Paraclete
Press: 2016), xi-xii.
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world around us, and how we can best use ourgiitts to fulfill our iJaPtismai
Promises to strive Forjustice and peace, to seck and serve Ci’irist in all
Peopie, and to respect the dignitg of every human being. Awaken to new
Possibilities: (God the potter, we the ciay: formable, moldable, open to
ijeing siiaPeci and strengtiieneci until the end. | etus give thanks to (God
aiwags for the grace that has been given to us in (Christ Jesus. Amen.



