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While We Are Waiting
The story has been told many times about a person who died/ or perhaps it was a dream and found themselves at the end of a long corridor leading to two doors.  Each door had a small window.  The first door had a sign reading “Hell.”  Beyond the door were rows and rows of banquet tables piled high with every kind of delicious food imaginable.  People were sitting at the tables.  One arm was tied behind them and in the other was tied a spoon with a handle so long that they could not reach their mouths.  The people were starving even though they were surrounded by plenty. 

The person then saw that the other door was marked “Heaven.”  Beyond the door were rows and rows of banquet tables piled high with every kind of delicious food imaginable.  People were sitting at the tables.  One arm was tied behind them and in the other was tied a spoon with a handle so long that they could not reach their mouths.  The people were happy, singing, laughing.  They were feeding each other.  

That is a very old story that has been repeated many times - but maybe it bears repeating again.  The difference between heaven and hell is not so much what we have or the situation in which we find ourselves.  The difference between heaven and hell is how we treat one another, and that is something that you and I can participate in right now.  The difference between heaven and hell is love.    

Advent is the season of waiting.  Literally Advent means ‘coming.’  There is something coming for which we are waiting.  For most of America I guess, if Advent is thought about at all, it is about waiting for Christmas, about long lines at stores and in traffic.  It is about waiting for the “gift” of the Christ Child to be somehow made manifest in new electronic gadgets, expensive jewelry, the latest fashion, an economic bubble brought on by consumer spending, and a renewed since of confidence in ourselves and in our way of life.  And it is about lights and Santas and those-big-plastic-blow - up thingies that people like to put in their yards now-a-days.  Somehow I don’t think that is quite it.

There really is a threefold nature to the waiting of Advent.  There is the ancient waiting of creation for God’s redemptive act of sending a savior, Jesus Christ.  Christ the Savior on a cosmic scale.  We see this clearly in many of the stories of the birth of Jesus but for me the story of Simeon stands out:  We find it in Luke 2:25-32 - 


Now there was a man in Jerusalem whose name was Simeon; this man was righteous and devout, looking forward to the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit rested on him.  It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not see death before he had seen the Lord’s Messiah.   Guided by the Spirit, Simeon came into the temple; and when the parents brought in the child Jesus, to do for him what was customary under the law, Simeon took him in his arms and praised God, saying, “Master, now you are dismissing your servant in peace, according to your word; for my eyes have seen your salvation, which you have prepared in the presence of all peoples, a light for revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your people Israel.”  

And the second is like unto it: The Christ on a cosmic scale coming back at the end of time.  We find a reference to this in our reading for today:  But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, and then the heavens will pass away with a loud noise, and the elements will be dissolved with fire, and the earth and everything that is done on it will be disclosed/ revealed.   Notice how often these two passages talk about revealing/ revelation.
This is sometimes called apocalyptic literature, like Daniel and Revelation.  In popular culture apocalypse refers to disaster - but that is not at all what it means.  It is Greek and it means to “lift the veil, to make known, to disclose.”  And that leads us to the third dimension of Advent.  The “coming” of Advent for which we wait

The third is reflected very faintly in our secular and cultural experience of Christmas.  It is about how Jesus is present with us in our lives and how he can change our lives and the world right now in the in between times of Christ’s coming and his coming again.  Sometimes this can be done in unexpected ways;  Christmas carols “being song by a choir, and folks dressed up like Eskimos.”  Of course we don’t get a lot of that kind of weather around here.  A little snow might help with the Christmas spirit.  Of course decorating helps us get in the swing of things.

Now that the boys are grown we usually don’t do much decorating for Christmas.  And with no little kids it is just too big a deal to get all that stuff out of the attic.  I usually get the Christmas Wreath down on Christmas Eve and leave it up for the 12 days of Christmas until Epiphany.  After all that is Christmas.  We get so burned out on Christmas celebrating it from before Thanksgiving until Christmas Day that when Christmas finally comes we are ready to put everything back up.  We celebrate Christmas during Advent and miss Advent all together.  

So anyway, this year our new Muslim daughter–in–law asked my wife if she was going to put up a Christmas tree.  She said “No, it’s too much trouble and the cats get in it and knock everything off anyway.”  A little later she asked again, so on the day after Thanksgiving – in good American Advent tradition, Kendra and Hanan put up the Christmas tree.  This will be her first Christmas as part of a Christian family and it is fun being part of her exploration – even if, strictly speaking everything is a little out of order. 

In this way, surprisingly we are experiencing the anticipation of Advent in a new way.  We are finding the love of God in our midst in the presence of a new member of our family.  

2 Peter says, “But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, and then the heavens will pass away with a loud noise, and the elements will be dissolved with fire, and the earth and everything that is done on it will be disclosed.” - revealed, made known.  (Verse 10)  Another way of saying that is “We will all be surprised to find, in the midst of all the anxiety and chaos in the world, all pretense is wiped (burned) away and our true selves, our real character is revealed.    

It is in these trying times that who we really are comes to the fore, not only God but all creation sees us as we really are.  There is no more charade, no more pretense, our true selves are revealed.  Someone said that a person’s real character is known by what they do when no one is watching.  Even more so it is what they do when under pressure.  As we enter the last twelve months before the next presidential election, with the economy still struggling, with the congress unable to act in any constructive way, with two wars continuing to take their toll in the lives and resources of this country, with ironically the rapid expansion of the local economy with the Eagle Ford Shell fields and all that comes with it, with our own personal and individual challenges and crises, from illness and loss, and everything else that goes with being alive – we are left with the question, What does this pressure reveal about us?  What does our Lord find when all the superficial is burned away and our hearts are laid bare?  Is there love or is there fear, anxiety and selfishness.  

As we wait for whatever is coming around the corner or generations from now, what does that waiting uncover about who we really are?  Can we find the faith, the trust to wait with believing, hope filled, loving hearts.  I pray so, for in the end, once all else is taken away, all there is - is love.  All that matters is God’s eternal love for us and our love for God and each other.  
God bless you this season of waiting, this anticipation of coming, this time of active loving.  God bless you and keep you in Jesus’ name.  Amen.   
