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Sermon 

3rd Sunday of Advent 2010


Are You Ready?

Have you ever been in that situation when you want to ask a question but you don’t want to raise your hand because you are afraid to appear ignorant? You wait hoping that someone else asks your question and you are relieved. Well that happens in today’s Gospel and it is not just anyone asking the question it is the smartest kid in the class, John the Baptist. And what a question it is. John asks “Are you the one who is to come or are we to wait for another”? He goes right to the core of Christ’s identity.  Wait a minute why is John asking this question? What has happened? Doesn’t John know who Christ is? Isn’t this the same guy who said he was unworthy to tie the lace of his sandal? This is a little startling. Even John the Baptist has doubts. John the Baptist has to go through the hard road of discipleship and grow in faith. So there should be some consolation that John’s faith is capable of doubt.  Remember that John is asking from prison. He is no longer baptizing on the banks of the Jordan he has been imprisoned for speaking God’s truth to power.
 
And maybe Jesus is not the kind of Messiah that John expected. It says “when John saw what Jesus was doing” or a better translation would be when John saw the deeds of the anointed one.  We remember that John came proclaiming “repent for the kingdom of heaven is near”. And so here we are in Advent it is a season that is strongly penitential, and in fact up to the 9th century it was 40 days long to mirror Lent. This is Gaudete Sunday meaning “Rejoice” we light the pink candle. In the midst of repentance, there is also time for hope and joy.
So what is it about the deeds of the anointed one? They are deeds of healing and freedom and, even more, transformation. Yes, there is judgment, but there is also the hope of Salvation. What does Advent mean--this time that is set aside when we prepare for the mystery of the Incarnation? We have a God who chose to dwell among us, who pitched his tent among us. Our God is a God who is self revealing. That same God who, in the ultimate expression of God’s Love, sent his Son. A relationship of love brought about by the Incarnation. Yes there is judgment and penance, but there is the overwhelming love of a God who sent his Son to dwell amongst us. 
But in this world where do we find this hope?  For we live in a world that is 
filled with the spirit of acquisition; where the love of power reigns; where the measurement of life is in material term; where success is worshipped. It is easy to lose hope in a world. I know in my own experience Advent is over so quickly and I have often found myself unprepared. It is easy to get caught up in what we are told the season is about and miss out on the truth of the season. We often ask are you ready?  But what we mean is have you decorated? Or have you gone shopping? 
 What would it be like if we said “Have you prayed?” Have you started any spiritual practices to help you be with our incredible God who breaks into our world? Have you meditated on the hope of the Incarnation? Obviously those are crazy counter cultural questions and we would never ask them at a cocktail party or at the check- out line. Truth be told we do not ask these questions even to ourselves. Last week I had the honor of leading a quiet morning and I was amazed by the questions from people unfamiliar with the tradition, wanting to know what would happen.  I explained that I would give a brief talk followed by long periods of silence for prayer and meditation. We turn the entire building into a silent sanctuary. As a culture we are uncomfortable/ afraid of the silence. 
Where do we find hope in a world so filled with hatred, war and division? We find it in Christ’s answer to the disciples of John the Baptist “the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them.”  And this hope is echoed in the words of Isaiah. 
This is one time where we have no trouble seeing the connection between the first reading and the Gospel. For in Isaiah we hear that great poem of a new highway, a call to have hope in our faithful God who makes a way even when there is no way. The wonders of God who can make the desert bloom, a God who transforms not just humanity, but transforms all of creation. God comes to the dry and barren places in creation and the dry and barren places in all of us. God comes to us in our brokenness and promises to make us whole.
 This great poem of deliverance in Isaiah initially spoke to the exiles of Israel who have been in Babylonian captivity. But it also speaks to us who are captives to consumerism, and a world so caught up in the bondage of hatred. The Incarnation tells the secret of how far our God will go to be among us. We meet God here on this new highway this transformed world where God has taken up residence. The kingdom of God, which is here and now, and not yet. The Advent of Christ who has come, who is coming and who will come.  This is the Advent of the new age of God in which all is restored. We who have fearful hearts are told to be strong--do not have fear because the God who breaks into our world brings us the hope for salvation. God who will strengthen our weak hands and make firm our feeble knees. For even in a world that daily bombards us and shakes our faith this is a time of great hope where we echo the call of Isaiah. He will come and save you. So on this Gaudete Sunday have hope, rejoice, for we live in the promise that all of creation shall see the glory of our God.     
