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The church always seems to get it backwards.
This is the Holiday Season.  Black Friday was just ten days ago, and the newspapers all reported that sales were brisk and that we seem to be headed toward a successful Christmas.  Little lights are twinkling everywhere, and in a crèche outside one of Bath’s grand houses, Jesus has already been born, though the friendly beasts do look a little startled to see him so soon.

The Candy Cane train is running to Wiscasset and back, and downtown looks wonderful.  You can sing from the trolley.  You can make your list and check it twice.  It’s the most wonderful time of the year.  Everywhere it’s the season of peace and harmony.

Everywhere except in the church.

Here in the church we are just entering into the great season of Advent, that time when we remember the world before Christ, that time when we remind ourselves that God gave Christ freely into the world, but that we can only accept that gift if we are willing to open our hearts, and willing to be changed.  Advent is a season of preparation in the darkness.  It’s a season for taking stock, and realizing all over again that we need God more that we like to admit.  It’s a season for facing hard truths.

Not that we especially want to.  It’s much easier, and more pleasant, to ignore the hard bits, and just get on to the eggnog.  But that’s not what Jesus came for; Jesus is not Santa Claus, and if we’re really going to be ready for his arrival, we need to do more than get cookies ready to leave by the fireplace.
“Almighty God,” we just prayed, “give us grace that we may cast away the works of darkness, and put upon us the armor of light…”  Strong language, and a challenge for those of us who are always inclined to seek the middle way, the way of unity and reconciliation.  The armor of light is equipment for soldiers, not for diplomats.  That makes me uneasy.

It gets worse.

From Zechariah we hear a prophecy of the last day, the day of the Lord:  On the day of battle, Zechariah calls it, the Lord will stand on the Mount of Olives; the mountain will be cloven in two, and people will be put to flight.
The Psalmist sees the same vision:  “Our God will come and will not keep silence; before him there is a consuming flame, and around him a raging storm.”

I may wish I could teach the world to sing in perfect harmony, but that does not seem to be God’s plan—at least not at first.
Jesus said, “There will be signs in the sun, the moon, and the stars, and on the earth distress among nations confused by the roaring of the sea and the waves.  People will faint from fear and foreboding of what is coming upon the world, for the powers of the heavens will be shaken.”

It’s a challenge not to simply close our ears.  We are modern people, and the violence of these images conjures up for me dark thoughts of crusades and Inquisitions, of times when Christians unleashed human violence in the name of God.  There is no word for that but evil; to do the works of darkness in the name of the God of Light is the deepest blasphemy.  Our world is increasingly reaping the bitter fruits of some of those old sins; the Crusades are not over, it turns out, and the battle has been brought now to the cities of the West.  The image of a Christian army is repellent; and I can not bring myself to sing “Onward Christian Soldiers” ever again.
But.

But the apocalyptic images of scripture are important.  I may wish I could ignore them, but I can’t—not if I want to have integrity as a Christian, one who tries to understand my life and live my life as a character in the story God has written and is still writing.

And in one sense, the whole story has been leading up to just this showdown.  God versus idols; justice versus oppression; love versus pious purity.  It may sound like Lord of the Rings, but where do you think Tolkein got his imagery?  Evil is real, and God can not abide it.  God may love all his children with a parent’s fierce partiality; but he clearly does not accept all of his children’s behavior.  Jesus came to bring not peace but a sword, into a world that was already a divided and dangerous place.
This is the hard edge of the Christian gospel.  It makes us uneasy—at least it makes me uneasy—but that doesn’t make it untrue.
What is true?

It’s true that the world is not sweet and happy and just.  There are wonderful, soul-warming flashes of all those good things:  the glory of nature, the joy of human love, the generosity of those who give their time and their selves for the good of others.  God’s fingerprints are still all over the place.

But the world God made is shadowed.  Terrible things happen every day as a matter of course; there are the great tragedies, such as the genocide in Darfur and the interminable wars in the Middle East.  And there are all the individual tragedies that people inflict on one another, sometimes intentionally, and sometimes heedlessly.  There’s the injustice that is so deeply worked into the structure of our lives that we don’t even notice it.  The two dollars in my wallet would buy a mosquito net that could protect a family from malaria and death.  Or I could buy a cup of coffee on the way home.
That’s what’s true:  that the world that waits for Jesus this Advent is, as always, a world that needs far more than candy canes to make things right.

Jesus said, “I am the alpha and the omega, the first and the last.”
Last week was Christ the King Sunday, when we reached the end of the story, and found Christ, waiting in majesty at the end of time.

This week is the first week of the church year, the beginning of the story, and it may seem surprising, but it shouldn’t, that here too we encounter Christ in his glory.  The entire story begins and ends in Christ; alpha and omega are one and the same.  The light shines in the darkness and the darkness does not overcome it.  More than that:  one day the struggle will be over; one day the darkness will fall away, and all shall be light.

This is the time for us to prepare our souls to receive Christ, as we celebrate the memorial of his coming among us.  This is the time for us to examine our consciences, and to set aside those things that separate us from the love of God.  This is the time for us to join the battle, not against human enemies—there is no jihad in Christianity—but against the spiritual forces that corrupt and destroy us:  those things which Jesus warned us away from:  evil intentions, murder, adultery, fornication, theft, false witness, slander.  Advent is the time for spiritual housecleaning, as we make ourselves as ready as we can be to receive the Christ who comes to us.

The stakes are high, for the Christmas we prepare for is not only a remembrance.  It’s also a rehearsal.

One day this shadowed world will, Jesus tells us, “see the Son of Man drawing near, with power and great glory.”  That is the day that Zephaniah foretold, the day when there will finally be no more shadow over the earth, the day that “there shall be continuous day (it is known to the Lord), for at evening time there shall be light.”
Christmas is coming.  Not just the Christmas of stockings and presents and a distant memory of a Child, but the new Christmas, the Coming of the Lord.  
But first, this is the time of Advent.  This is the time when the darkness still threatens to overcome the light, the time when the battle still rages.  This is the time for the children of God to decide their allegiance, either to the Lord of Life, or otherwise.  The time is now.
May the Lord make you increase and abound in love for one another and for all…  And may he so strengthen your hearts in holiness that you may be blameless before our God and Father at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all his saints.
Amen.

