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First off, my apologies to Clement Moore for blatantly stealing the first line of his poem "The Night before Christmas." as my sermon title. That being said, it is the first Sunday of Advent and there is just about a month until Christmas. I looked up advent in the dictionary and found that it means, aside from the four Sundays before Christmas, the coming or arrival of an important event or person. But it also means a period of waiting and preparation. Now, I can't speak for you but for me waiting, and by extension-patience, is not my strong suit. Just ask my sister. Christmas is on Sunday this year and when I was growing up I absolutely hated it when Christmas was on Sunday because it meant waiting. We got up and saw all the loot but we had to wait. We got dressed and went to Sunday school, and then went to church. When church was over it took forever to leave because we didn't pass the Peace back then and had to wish everyone in church a Merry Christmas and get our poinsettias. More waiting. We got home, finally, but by then it was lunch time. Again we waited. By the time lunch was finished I was just about vibrating with anticipation. At looooong last we could finally open our presents. My waiting was suddenly worth every second.

Waiting. We, as Christians, do a lot of waiting. During every liturgical year we have two times that we have to wait. Of course, there is Advent when we await the birth of the Savior. And there is the time between Good Friday and Easter Sunday when we await the Resurrection. The latter is full of fear, dread, and uncertainty because we are not really completely sure that Christ is going to actually rise from the dead. Advent, on the other hand is full of joy and gleeful anticipation because we know what is going to happen, we know that the Christ is going to be born and come to live among us. When I first looked at today's readings I thought that these were not the texts that I expected for Advent. O asked myself just what do these readings have to do with Advent? But when I looked a bit more carefully, I found that they all make reference, at least in passing, to waiting. Isaiah speaks of God working for those who wait for him. The psalmist asks God to make His face shine so that we may be saved at some future time. Paul speaks of us waiting for the revealing of our Lord Jesus Christ. Mark says that we do not know when the master of the house will come. So we wait.

But you know, waiting does not necessarily imply that all we do is sit around doing nothing. Waiting gives us the opportunity to prepare. When we have someone coming over to visit we don't just sit on the sofa waiting for them to appear at the front door. We set the table and make sure the food is ready if they are coming for dinner, or we set out the snacks and get the glasses out for drinks. If they are staying we make sure the bed is made and the room is clean. We prepare for our visitors. Advent gives us the opportunity to prepare for Christmas morning. For most people that preparation means baking cookies, decorating the house, going shopping, wrapping the presents, socializing, etc., etc. For us, it should mean something much deeper and much more meaningful. I don't mean to say that those activities should not be a part of our Advent but they should remain just that- part of our Advent. Even as Christians it is far too easy to become consumed with the hoopla associated with the season. The hurly-burly beckons and we tend to answer by participating to the fullest. I know that I, at times during this season, can become a power shopper, a party animal, or a super decorator. But we do not need to, and should not, completely buy into all of the secular busyness that tends to surround us. Black Friday, and this year Black Thursday, is not the high point of our Advent. We are told that while we are in this world, we are not of this world. We answer to a higher calling. The high point of our Advent comes to us on Christmas morning with a babe wrapped in swaddling clothes laid in a manger, worshipped by shepherds, and lit by a glowing star. That is what we are waiting for. How do we prepare for the birth? How do we ascend the mountain of Advent to reach this high point? While we are indeed many and varied and what may work for someone may not work for someone else, I would suggest that the first thing that we do is...nothing. Sit down and be quiet. Do your best to put all the stuff that you think just has to get done out of your mind and think about why we even take notice of Advent. Think about the babe and just what He means to you and to us. Think about this wondrous gift that God's grace, for whatever reason, has given to the world. That, I believe, is a solid starting point for us at this time in the year. 

What comes next is, more or less, up to you. But, needless to say, I have a suggestion. We are waiting for the best present we have ever and will ever receive. Once we get this gift from God on Christmas morning, what do we do with it? There is a slogan, a proverb if you will, that I hear with some regularity. It makes absolutely perfect sense to me. It goes like this: "You can't think your way into right acting. You have to act your way into right thinking." So, I would suggest that we act like the Christians we are supposed to be. By acting as Christians I believe we begin to truly think like Christians. The hymn says that they will know we are Christians by our love. Well, show them!! And I mean show them all through the year. Don't stop with love. Show them everything that a Christian is supposed to be. Show them just what it is to follow all of the teachings of the grown up Christmas babe. Show them the compassion, the righteousness, the justice, the mercy, the peace. Show them everything that Jesus has to offer. Advent is a starting point. It starts the liturgical year and, if we let it, it starts the blossoming of our Christian lives.

We wait. We prepare. We celebrate the arrival of God's son. So, the party's over? No, I don't think so. God's son is here, a human among humans, living in  the middle of all that it means to be human. Jesus is here at last. I said that Christians do a lot of waiting. What are we waiting for after the holy birth? I have to admit I cheated a little bit earlier. There is another definition of advent that I didn't mention. That definition of advent is "the Second Coming." Jesus came to live among us, died while we watched, and ascended to Heaven with a promise to come again and firmly establish His kingdom on earth. This is what we are waiting for now. In a manner of speaking it is the "Big Advent." Once again, as Christians, we wait for a significant event in our spiritual lives and we use the wait to prepare. Is the preparation for this "Big Advent" any different than the preparation for the season of Advent we are just starting? I really don't think so. While we have, more or less, a timetable for the season of Advent as the birth of a baby is somewhat predictable, we have no idea when Jesus will come again. "That day or hour no one knows, neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father." While we have the month before Christmas to prepare for the arrival of Jesus, we probably have a much longer time to prepare for His coming again. While that may give us more time to perfect our act, it also gives us more time to screw it up. The longer we are on the path to eternal life the narrower it becomes, if we are truly trying to live the Christian life. In the beginning of our journey we can mess up pretty badly and still stay on the path or return to it fairly easily if we leave it. But as we discern more and more of just what it actually means to be a Christian the easier it is to go careening off the shoulder of that path and the harder it is to get back on the right path. I would, therefore, repeat Mark's admonition to "beware, keep alert." Watch out for that all too human tendency to put God on the side, to use the teachings of Jesus only when it suits our purpose, to pass on the other side of the road when we see wrong. As I said before, act like Christians in every way, in every day so that we can come to think like Christians. Use this Advent to help you prepare for the next Advent, Jesus' coming in glory. I think we all know that we can use the practice. Even as we prepare to celebrate God's great gift to us, let us prepare to give God the great gift that we can give Him- our heart. 

