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God’s Waiting People

                  It is my great joy to be able to take part in worship at Grace Presbyterian Church this first Sunday of Advent in 2011.  You may not know it, but I have never been in worship at Grace on the first Sunday of Advent before, because ever since I moved to Victoria Cluster, I have always been preaching somewhere else on this day.   I don’t know about you, but I was first introduced to Advent when I went to Japan almost 44 years ago.  I don’t remember ever hearing of Advent before that.  Preparing a wreath with four or five candles was an important activity in the first churches I attended in Japan.     The first few Advents I was in Japan, I was not very aware of what was going on around me, but of course that was not just an Advent condition.  It went on year around.   I was aware of what I was seeing but not of what I was hearing.       However, gradually I began to understand a little of my surroundings.  Throughout the year I would hear familiar hymn tunes in church and school chapel, and during Advent there was a hymn with the melody of “Oh Come, Oh Come, Emmanuel.”    I had been in Japan about 13 years when I first preached for a Sunday morning worship service though I had preached on Sunday evenings or in weekday college chapel services many times.    It happened that I preached that first Sunday morning sermon around the beginning of Advent.


By that time I had become aware of two conflicting Japanese attitudes toward the closing days of the year, and I talked about them in that first Sunday morning sermon.   When we say Advent, we refer to the coming of Jesus, as Advent is based on the Latin word for “to come.”      It is easy to think of 3 ways that Jesus comes or has come.  First the coming in Bethlehem over 2000 years ago, second his coming into our hearts at Christmas and hopefully every day, and third his coming at the end of earthly history.     Every year during the Advent  season there are scripture readings that look forward to all of these kinds, today’s Isaiah  passage looking to the first  Advent, the Corinthians passage looking to the second kind, and the Mark passage that I talked about to the children looking to the third kind of Advent, the one at the end of time.


But back to the Japanese attitudes about the close of the year.     Sometimes in Japanese Advent is called Ahdoebentoe アドベントand we hear about Ahdoebentoe kahrendah’s アドベントカレンダー(Advent calendars)   but the actual Japanese word for Advent is Tai-Ko-Setsu  待降節　 Tai meaning waiting,  ko meaning  coming  down, and setsu meaning season.  We are waiting for Jesus to come into our hearts this season, and we are waiting for Jesus to come on some unknown future day to take up his eternal reign   (and of course that day could come in this very Advent season, because as Jesus said, no one knows the day or the hour). 


I first went to Japan in January of 1968, so I had been there almost a year when Christmas, 1968 came.  I remember being surprised to see “Christmas” decorations in September or October, because I knew that only about 1 percent of Japanese   people are Christians.      I wondered how Christian our American celebrations are if another culture can copy so many of our customs without even knowing that “Jesus is the reason for the season.”    I have heard stories of Japanese people who think Christmas is Santa Claus’s birthday or people being surprised that churches celebrate Christmas too.   Then later as technology developed or I became more aware, I noticed that I could also hear the sounds of Christmas during the last weeks of the year whenever I would go shopping.   There would be “Silent Night” mixed with “Frosty the Snowman” and other sacred and secular songs, just as we would hear here.   A favorite among my many seasonal albums is one I bought on my last trip to Japan in 2004, and it features sacred Christmas songs played jazzily by an orchestra with saxophone solo.   I listened to that as I was typing this yesterday.


At some time between 1968 and 2003 I learned that the names of Japanese months are not just　一月　二月、三月、 ichi-gatsu,   ni-gatsu,  san-gatsu –  1st month, 2nd month, 3rd month etc, but that each month also has an ancient name which still appears on some calendars along with the more modern version.   I don’t remember most of them or their meanings, but the ancient name for October means “no gods” as evidently during that time the gods have all gone to a meeting somewhere else.      Then December, although Japan has no ancient tradition of Christmas or Advent, because December is the last month of the year, it  thus becomes the  time to catch up on all one’s financial and social obligations, not to mention having your house, yard and car in perfect ship-shape for the new year.    And let’s not forget that much shopping and cooking must be done to prepare special New Year’s dishes as stores are closed and we are not to do any cooking on the first 3 days of the New Year.   This means that in December there is a lot of rushing around to get all these things done, so the ancient name of December is shi-wasu 師走which means “the teacher runs.”   Evidently in traditional Japan, teachers were very serious, sedate, slow-moving people except in December when even teachers were running around to do all the necessary tasks before December 31st.       Even if we are not teachers, we can relate to the rushing around in December but usually to get everything done by December 24th not 31st.    


I found the contrast between “waiting” and “rushing”     to be very dramatic.   I think we need to be intentional about being in “waiting” mode during Advent or we will very easily slip into the “rushing” mode of the surrounding culture during Advent.    That would be a great loss I think.


I believe that Pastor Dan mentioned last week that that day was the last Sunday of the liturgical year.   That means that today is the first Sunday of the new liturgical year.    As I have preached on the First Sunday of Advent for the past 6 years, I have made it a custom to say to the congregation where I was preaching “Happy New Year” as this day is the first day of the new church calendar year.     Today I save this greeting for the last.     HAPPY NEW YEAR!!!   As we enter Advent, we are entering a four-week period of waiting and preparing for Christ’s coming, but we also enter a new 52-week period in which we can think about renewing our individual, personal commitments to the Christ whose coming we anticipate during Advent.   I encourage you to take up some new spiritual practice during this New Year or approach an older practice in a new way.   Some of the daily devotional books I follow each day are based on the liturgical year, so on the first Sunday of Advent I enjoy turning back to the beginning of the book to start over again.    Also on the first Sunday of Advent I like to switch to a new translation of the Bibles I have been reading the previous 52 weeks.     Maybe you have your own special ways to observe Advent.   If you come to Monday Morning Coffee Sermon tomorrow, maybe we can share our Advent practices with each other.　　It might help us start the new church year more creatively.


In Isaiah 64; 1 we read “Oh that you would rend the heavens and come down, that the mountains would tremble before you.”   This Advent let us pray that God would rend the heavens and come down,   that we may feel the divine presence in our hearts.   Amen.
