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And the voice said, “Be still...and know that I am God.”  Amen.

“Nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they

learn war any more.”  Right.  Sure they will.  It is impossible to hear

Isaiah’s words today and not be cynical about his vision.  3000 years

later, and here we are, still maiming and killing one another over

religion, still attempting to bring peace to people by going to war with

them.  Not only have we not given a thought to beating our swords into

plowshares, but instead we continue to create bigger and better swords

and spears, so that we can kill each other so much more effectively.

When, we want to know, is all this going to stop?  When are we

going to come to our senses?  When is God going to break into the mess

that we have created and say enough already?  When is this kingdom of

God that we have been spouting off about for so long actually going to

happen?

And instead of getting an answer, what do we hear in today’s

Gospel?  “But about that day and hour no one knows, neither the angels

of heaven, nor the Son.”  
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Welcome, my friends, to Advent.  The season of no answers.  The

season when we are told to sit here and wait.  The season when...

absolutely nothing happens.  Our church year starts not with a great

revelation or an answer to our problems.  It offers no information about

when everything is going to get better.  What it offers us is...nothing. 

Advent tells us that we do not know when peace will come to the

world.  We do not know when we will feel like Christ is back in our

lives.  We do not when our new sanctuary will be finished and when we

can stop worshiping in someone else’s space at this weird time of day. 

But more importantly, what Advent tells us is to stop already.  Stop

acting  like the kid in the car who wants to know every 15 seconds

when you are going to arrive.  Be still and know that you are not in

control.  Be still and know that you are not God.

Waiting in emptiness is of course, unacceptable in today’s world. 

We need answers.  We need action.  If what we are waiting for is not

happening at that moment, we need to make it happen, or we need to at

least make something else happen in its stead.  That has never been

more true than in our post-modern world, where not only do we have to

have something happening constantly, but we must have multiple
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things happening around us all the time.  Multi-tasking is not just a

phenomena, it has become a necessity.  We can’t just watch TV, but we

have to have scrolls at the bottom of the screen to hold our interest in

case we get bored with the main image.  While all this is happening, we

need to be exercising simultaneously or reading a book at the same

time.  Don’t get me wrong.  I think that iPods are one of the most

amazing inventions of my lifetime.  But when we have to be plugged

into them before we can take a contemplative hike in the desert,

something is desperately wrong.  Americans have become scared to

experience any period of quiet and contemplation in our lives. 

That’s why Advent is totally disregarded in our culture today.  A

season of waiting, a season where we are given no answers and asked

to live in total ambiguity and nothingness makes no sense to anyone. 

So everybody skips it, moving straight from Halloween right to

Christmas, with only the briefest stop in between for Thanksgiving.  Did

you see the house on Date Street that decorated for Christmas the day

after Halloween?  This past week Jean took some things to both the

Nazarene church and the Methodist Church.  When she knocked on

Pastor Micale’s door, the music was so loud no one could hear her.  It
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was a musical Santa playing hokey Christmas music, surrounded by

Christmas decorations everywhere.  When she arrived at the Methodist

church, they asked her, what’s wrong with you people at St. David’s? 

How come you are not celebrating Christmas? 

Those of you who know me fairly well are probably laughing inside

right now, aren’t you?  This is Steve, Mr. make a decision NOW, even if

it’s the wrong one?  Mr. I’d rather drive 50 miles out of my way than

wait in a traffic jam and that’s why I live in Page?  Well, you’ve got me. 

It is absolutely true that I need to hear this message more than the rest

of you.       

But it is also true that my own life experiences have convinced me

that Advent is a critical need in all of our lives.  Many of you know the

story of Jean and my time in seminary.  Due to circumstances beyond

our control, we effectively went through our years in seminary twice. 

At first, I was bitter about that.  But finally, I was able to move beyond

that emotion and use that extra time to learn more, to grow more and to

mature more.  While the rest of my fellow students expressed concern

about being ready to face the real world when we graduated, I never felt

more ready for anything in my life.  That is what Advent can do for us...if
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we allow it.  The key is to utilize those opportunities of naval gazing in

our lives.  If we can stop whining and pouting long enough to immerse

ourselves in these events and learn from them, it can change

everything.  Perhaps the best example of this is Nelson Mandela, who

was in prison for 27 years for no good reason at all.  But instead of

wasting that time, Mandela used it to change himself from the inside

out.  “When I walked out of prison,” he says now, I knew my mission

was to liberate the oppressor and the oppressed.”  And of course, that

is exactly what he did.  

As I said in the December newsletter, we the people of St. David’s

need this message now even more than everyone else.  For the last few

months, I have heard so many comments about our present life

together.  “This space is too big.  I feel lost in here.  I feel totally

disconnected in this space.  It’s difficult to hear.  I can’t feel the Holy

Spirit here.  I can’t feel our sense of community.  I can’t handle looking

at that crucifix.  It takes away my opportunity to have a worshipful

experience.  I can’t come to the church in the afternoon.  It’s too

difficult.  I can’t stay awake at this time of the day.  It breaks up the

whole day to worship at this time.”  
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I know we all want to be back in our space.  I know it is not easy

being here from many perspectives.  I too, have participated in this

whining.  It’s hard work setting up here every week.  It is not terribly

conducive to our worship style in many ways.  But my friends, Advent

has come to remind us of something much more important.  We need 

to live into this moment.  We need to not just get through this time, but

we need to experience being together in this place.  We need to learn

how to worship when our surroundings are not perfect.  We NEED to be

inconvenienced and put out.  It is by embracing this experience

together that we too will have a vision of what we can accomplish, just

like Mandela.

Living into Advent is so critical for us right now for so many

reasons.  First of all, the people of this church have bent over

backwards to accommodate us and make us feel at home.  Living into

Advent reminds us of how wonderful we have it.  Living into Advent

restores our spirit of gratefulness to them and to God for everything we

have.  Living into Advent teaches us how to be contemplative when the

circumstances are not ideal.  It reminds us that what is most important

at this time is worshiping together regardless of where we do it.  It
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brings us closer to God and helps us experience Christ in our lives.    

What Advent teaches us is that it is in the waiting during the

times of nothing happening that we are able to discover the moments of

something happening, those precious times when we become aware of

God’s presence in our lives.  One of the most misunderstood things

about religion is that it is all about one revelation after another, one

wonderful experience of God after another.  Nothing could be further

from the truth.  In reality, what religion should teach us is how to get

through the majority of your life when you do not feel God’s presence at

all.  Advent reminds us that waiting and watching through the nothing is

actually what makes it possible for us to experience the divine in our

own lives.  

By waiting and watching, we learn to see with new eyes, we learn

to see the thing that was there the whole time.  We see this phenomena

often in the world around us.  For example, in a natural setting, it is

when we become patient and still that we see the life all around us.  I

am always amazed by how much I see if I just stop, sit down and wait. 

When we take the time to wait, we suddenly become aware of a world

around us we hadn’t even seen.  
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It is the same in our relationship with God.  When we learn to wait,

to become more in tune with our surroundings, that is when we most

often become aware of the presence of God in our lives.  This is the

great lesson of Advent.

How can we do it though?  Even if we can see the value in the

experience of waiting, how can we possibly be Advent people in a world

that cannot wait for a traffic light to change?

As Christians, we have little to draw from in learning what it takes

to properly experience Advent.  We’ve never been very good about

waiting for anything.  Hence, our desire to turn today’s Gospel from

Matthew into an immediate apocalyptic rapture even though it says that

about that time and hour, no one knows.  But there is a part of our

religious tradition that does teach us how to learn from waiting.  Some

of you may remember me talking about my friend George Harris.  For

those of you who have not heard me speak of George yet, or for those of

you who have forgotten, George was the gentlemen I told you about

who taught Jean and I how to eat.  George would take Jean and I to a

restaurant and teach us how to order.  

Lesson number one.  Never, ever order a meal without reviewing
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the entire menu.  That process begins, he told us, by asking for the

dessert menu.  Only by deciding how to climax your meal could you

possibly know how, or even if, to order a main course.  Each meal was

carefully planned around what was to come.  

One of the biggest problems restaurants have today is that there

are very few George Harris’ out there.  Dessert rolls around and

everyone says, oh no, I’m too full.  This was a tragic error in George’s

mind.   “People,” he used to say, “need to learn how to wait.  Otherwise,

the best part is ruined.”  George Harris understood the point Advent

better than anyone I’ve ever known.

Why could George do this when I failed so miserably at it? 

Because George was Jewish.  His DNA was programmed for making the

best out of waiting.  As a people who have spent their entire existence

waiting, they understand how to live in hope.  Each year in Lent here at

St. David’s, we share a Jewish Seder.  It is within the Seder that we are

not only reminded of who we are as Christians, but also how we are to

understand the religious significance of waiting.   If you want to learn

how to wait for God in those times of your life when God seems to have

abandoned you, if you want to learn how to wait in hope for Christ to
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come, if you want to learn how to enjoy every moment of your worship

experience in this church and our time together as we wait for our new

building, I urge all of you to remember those lessons from Passover and

from my friend George.  The only way to experience the power of

Advent so that we can once again be with God is to...think like a Jew. 

Learning to wait like a Jew gets us through the pain of separation and

loneliness and also allows us to hear Isaiah’s vision of a world without

war not as a cynic, but as a vision of the kingdom of God that truly

begins with the birth of Jesus. 

Ironic, isn’t it?  The only way we are going to truly immerse

ourselves into the Christian season of Advent is to learn from someone

who has never experienced the season we begin today.  Jews, of

course, don’t need a season of Advent, because their whole lives are

Advent.  That’s why all of us need to become Jews once again at this

time of year.    

So let us all be counter-cultural this year.  Let’s be Jews as we

prepare for the most important Christian time of the year.  Let’s buck

everything that we see happening around us in the world.  Yes, of

course, we want Christmas, we long for the birth of Emmanuel, God
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with us, we long for the time when something happens, and we can feel

God’s presence.  Yes, of course we want our new building now so that

we can worship in intimacy and love for one another once again.

But if we do not prepare for God by waiting, we are going to miss

them both.  If we can be patient however, and learn to think like a Jew,

this Advent is going to allow us to experience the two greatest desserts

we have ever had.  First will come the dessert of Christmas, exploding

with the greatest sensation of God with us that we have ever

experienced.  And then will come that new church, that will be

saturated with so much more meaning and emotion for us than it ever

could have without this time together in this place.  Happy Advent.

Amen.
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