2 Advent 2010

The Reverend Christopher Craun

May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that you may abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

I heard a wonderful Advent meditation this week.  It came from Jan Richardson’s ‘Night Visions’.  Take a deep breath.  And listen. “The season of Advent means there is something on the horizon the like of which we have never seen before.  It is not possible to keep it from coming, because it will.  That’s just how Advent works.  What is possible is to not see it, to miss it, to turn just as it brushes past you… So stay. Sit. Linger. Tarry. Ponder. Wait. Behold. Wonder. There will be time enough for running.  For rushing. For worrying. For pushing. For now, stay. Wait. Something is on the horizon.”

It’s a wonderful reminder, isn’t it? When I was listening to it, I found that it invited me in and drew me to a moment of calm.  And do you know how long I was able to hold on to that moment? For as long as I was listening to the words of the meditation.  And I felt lucky to get that! Sit? Linger? Ponder? Aren’t we preparing for something? Don’t we need to get ready? But have you ever noticed that it is during the preparations when we tend to get most overwhelmed? We have this vision of how something is supposed to turn out and we work ourselves into a frenzy trying to make everything match that vision.  While I believe it is completely coincidental that we are preparing for Gabe’s ordination as we also prepare for the arrival of Christ, Gabe was kind enough to email me the check-list he had received from the Bishop’s office regarding the various things that needed to be in place for his ordination in January.  There are 51 boxes that need to be checked off prior to January 8th – many things needing to be done prior to the end of December! My favorite part of the check list is that at the end it reads, “If you have any questions, call Marie Bagwell.” God bless having parishioners working in the Diocesan offices! I’m sure we’ll be working closely with JT as well.  
We are very blessed. However, I was not feeling very blessed when I opened up that check-list.  Seeing a list of tasks only reinforces my feeling that we have no time to sit, to linger, to tarry.  We are getting ready for something.  Something big.  It made me reminisce on my ordination and the connection I will always make between Advent and that day.  Preparing for an ordination is like preparing for other big events in our lives – a marriage, an anniversary, a birth of child – big events in our lives that center on a commitment, a vow, a welcoming.  

In the case of my ordination, my journey began when I made a conscious decision that I wanted to commit my life to God and the Church.  I went through spiritual direction and discernment.  My patience was tested, the foundation of my belief system was rocked, the initial vision of what I thought I was getting myself into was completely blurred.  At times I found myself stumbling to get to the altar rail, but all the while I still had an indescribable love and joy in my heart for the commitment that I was making.  

Then the big event came.  Preparations had to be made – invitations had to be sent, rooms had to be rented, vestments had to be bought or borrowed, food, cake, family.  And all for a moment so intimate, so relational.  I was ordained with 19 other people.  I had the Bishop’s hands on my head along with 50 priests and 2,000 witnesses for a moment that I found to be profoundly personal.  It was a moment that I found myself holding such an array of emotions.  A private moment in a very public context; a moment of peace intertwined in a place of chaos; a time of extreme joy mixed with a sense of unknown loss.  


And that is where I find myself in the season of Advent.  In tension.  It is the tension we hear in our readings today – the tension between the fire and wrath of John the Baptist and the peace on top of the quiet holy mountain of Israel.  And it is that tension that I believe can unravel us during the season of Advent.  But we don’t have to choose between wrath and peace.  We don’t have to let the feeling of chaos overwhelm the feeling of joy.  We can contain both, in harmony and hope, just as Paul writes in his letter to the Romans.  

I saw an example of this when I was in Oakland a few years ago.  I was driving on the freeway and as I was driving I saw a vision of peace in the reality of war.  Alongside the freeway thousands of white crosses were staked into the ground all over this huge hillside.  I had been on that same freeway a hundred times and had never seen such a thing.  It was severe.  It was jarring.  It was a statement of tension.  Each cross represents one of the 5,807 United States fatalities in Iraq and Afghanistan.  With each casualty, a white, wooden cross is added to the hillside.  It serves as a remembrance – not only for the lives that have been lost, but a remembrance of communal hope – hope for peace.  
Staring up at that hillside, those crosses were a voice of one crying out in the wilderness.  And I could not take my eyes off of them.  It was the wrath of John the Baptist, pointing to our need to repent, perched on God’s quiet holy mountain.   

That unknown loss that I felt on the day of my ordination was the feeling of change which contains so many different emotions.  However, all the preparations that I had made and the journey I had been on helped me to be able to hold all of that with even a little room to spare.  Last week Gabe invited us into the Advent room, beautifully I might add.  But to get there, to be there, to stay and sit and linger there – takes more than an invitation, it takes a journey – a journey I find myself on each and every Advent.  It is difficult not to let ourselves be unraveled by the tensions of the world around us.  But journey to the room.  While it may be jarring, it contains a message of peace and hope.  When I served at a Lutheran Church in New York City, we would end every service with a Prayer for Peace.  As we would leave the doors of the church, we would head out into the world, changed, as bearers of this message – 

Let us pray.  O God, it is your will to hold both heaven and earth in a single peace.  Let the design of your great love shine on the waste of our wraths and sorrows, and give peace to your Church, peace among nations, peace in our city, peace in our homes, and peace in our hearts; through your Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen

