          Advent Readiness
      For free-church people like me, who are liturgically challenged, it might be interesting to know that early December—not January 1— is supposed to be the beginning or “Advent” of the year.  

     What is “Advent” supposed to be about?  It is about the coming of the Lord. But not primarily just about his coming in Bethlehem!  It is about the future of the risen Christ who will come and judge all wickedness and secure perfect peace. Interesting isn’t it, that the church decided to start its year reflecting about the end?  The word “end,” after all, can either mean the last things or it can mean the goal towards which all things are headed.  

     Laurence Stookey in his book entitled Calendar writes, “the sacred story, in order to be understood aright, must be read backward.”  Christians understand what we call the Old Testament in light of the work of Jesus.  We understand the cross only if we know Jesus is going to be raised.  And Christmas  must be understood as merely an anticipation of the main—the final coming.  When we hear the angels that sang, we hear also an anticipation of the glorious singing that will be.  When we see the humble shepherds drawing near,  we see the day when the humble finally will be continually exalted.  As we see the magi giving gifts, we also see an image of what it will be like when the kings of all nations will acknowledge Jesus.  When we see Jesus feeding the hungry and healing the lame, we know that this is an anticipation of the healing that will one day come for us.  

       I think I understand what people mean when they say, “Christmas isn’t what it used to be.” I think I understand something of what the young man I spoke with last week felt.  He told me that he had just lost his Mother in September.  He didn’t know if he or his Father were even going to put up a tree.  

       How can anyone put up a tree, fix a celebration, or sing about “joy to the world” in the midst of death and loss?    

       The key is to celebrate Advent before Christmas.  The Joy the world knows because “The Lord has come” is possible only when we know that he is also still coming.    He’s coming that death may die.  Our loneliness will end. 

        So light your Christmas lights.  It’s a sign of readiness.  It’s a sign that we look forward to when God will make everything right.  Even as Jesus said, “Be dressed ready for service and keep your lamps burning, like men waiting for their master to return from a wedding banquet.  It may be the second or third watch of the night, and waiting may be difficult—but put up your tree and celebrate that you know he’s coming because you know he came.  Be vigilant, and do not give in to despair.  Celebrate that your grief, despite how it may seem, will one day completely end. 

