The Waiting Game

Mark 13:24-37


When I was a child, Christmas couldn’t come soon enough.  It was such a magical time, where in December the season seemed to unfold more spectacularly each day with colorful decorations, carol singing, and gift wrapping, that I could barely contain my enthusiasm by the time Christmas Eve arrived.  Looking back, I think I actually loved anticipating Christmas more than experiencing it, since Christmas Day went by faster than I wanted it to and also because after weeks of tantalizing expectation, my brothers and I discovered we got mostly clothes from Santa (looking back, I grew up thinking Santa’s elves spent more of their time in a Mexican sweat shop).   

The waiting game during the season included spying on the times when Mom arrived home from shopping with bags galore from Sears Roebuck and Zayre Department Store, and for the only time all year, me and my brothers lined up to volunteer to take everything in from the car.  Of course, no help was needed, so we had to figure out the places where she would hide the bags in the attic or in their bedroom, so we might steal a sneak-peek at what we could expect under the tree.  It took me several years before I caught on as to why I could never find them and that there were benefits of living in a parsonage next to a church and why Mom and Dad stayed long after at the Christmas Eve service when everyone else had gone home. 
Part of the waiting game for Christmas involved character development because of that dreaded “naughty or nice” list.  So unlike March or July when it didn’t really seem to matter, one was called to strict vigilance in the weeks following Thanksgiving to avoid arguments with siblings, get good grades in school, and never disobey one’s parents.  From early on you realized the stakes were higher and potentially more costly if you upset the higher authorities.  
Over the years my enthusiasm for Christmas has never waned.  I still look forward to the season long before it arrives, and I frown upon the day when everything gets packed up and stored away in the attic.  I think what I love most about the season is in anticipating something good—that something good is about to happen.  Every year the individual memories change, but the sense of expectation is always the same—that something good is about to happen.  Even if the holiday doesn’t measure up on a particular year, I know that once the season comes around again, I will look forward to waiting for another Christmas to arrive.

What I experience is not unique, by any means.  Many of us share these same sentiments for our own reasons.  The charm of waiting for Christmas is because of the holiday traditions, the carol singing, the gifts, the family memories, the excitement of children, and then centering ourselves down on Christmas Eve in the ancient and beautiful story of Jesus’ birth.  Most of us love Christmas for all those reasons and more.  It’s a season worth waiting for.

However, despite how common these sentiments are, what is uncommon in these days is a good grasp of what Advent is all about, what it’s for, and what it’s meant to be.  Advent, as a season marking biblical hope, gets lost in all the preparations we make for the Christmas holiday.  For one thing, Advent has less to do with Christmas than our religious traditions imply.  As a part of the church liturgical calendar, and more importantly, what it represents altogether, Advent isn’t intended to be a looking forward to a particular holiday or even specifically to Jesus’ birth.  Few people recognize this.
What is Advent?  It is the season of waiting upon God to fully disclose the future that God intends for humanity.  It is a looking forward not to a seasonal celebration, nor even to the birth of the Christ Child, but rather to a fulfillment of God’s desires for the destiny of the world.  Advent is meant to be a time of articulating and reflecting upon the universal longing for something better than the present, something more complete and satisfying to the human race and all of creation.  It’s a waiting upon God to come again!
In biblical history, the spirit of Advent is a dream found among the enslaved and downtrodden—a season of hope for the oppressed.  It’s a looking forward to when all things will be made right as God intends, when true justice will prevail, and when the world shall know shalom—the peaceable realm.  Making that a reality is what we are to be yearning; looking forward to its arrival is what we are waiting for.
I suppose we might have made sense of this had the Christian Church centuries ago made Advent a season unique unto itself—perhaps closer to All Saints Day at the beginning of November.  In that way, it would close out the liturgical year with a season of hope and expectation looking ahead into the future.  Advent would be interpreted, as it should be, along the arc of history and related to the desire within people for a more just and peaceable world.  That would have segued nicely into the mission and purpose of the Church to help bring about the reign of God on earth.  
Had that occurred, if that was the normal cycle, then when you and I read the messianic prophecies in Isaiah about the people walking in darkness who have seen a great light, or looking for a leader who would possess a spirit of wisdom and understanding, counsel and might, we would interpret them as part of God’s overarching intentions for freedom and justice for all people, as they were meant to be.  Instead, we read them only in the context of Christmas as messianic prophecies pointing to Jesus alone, where Advent is merely about looking forward to the birth of the Christ Child.  We are left with the impression that all of biblical prophecy reaches its climax and ultimate purpose once Jesus was born into the world.  
But that is a profound misunderstanding.  The hope of Advent was never meant to be fulfilled in Jesus or expected to be.  The hope was envisioned and articulated by Jesus, but not yet fulfilled in him.  The hope is still alive; its fulfillment still lies before us.  

That may also explain why various biblical passages that are related to Advent seem strangely unrelated to the Nativity.  For example, apocalyptic passages in both the Old and New Testaments are accounts suitable for Advent, but they make no reference to the babe in swaddling clothes or to a virgin mother betrothed to Joseph; rather they are about staying awake and remaining alert to the actions of God on earth.

An example of this is found in the Gospel of Mark, from where we get our Advent lectionary text today.  Mark, as you may recall, records no stories about Jesus’ birth or even his childhood.  We read nothing about shepherds or magi and very little about Mary and Joseph.  In fact, Mark has little interest in the biography of Jesus of Nazareth.  But we’d be mistaken if we thought he had no interest in Advent.  
On the contrary, it’s a Gospel focused on the fulfillment of God’s promises for the world.  Mark viewed Jesus, not as the ultimate fulfillment of prophecy, but rather as the one who represented the Advent of God’s reign by announcing its arrival in his life and times.  Jesus was the one who articulated for his followers what God’s reign would be like; though there was little evidence of its fulfillment at the time.  
The early church carried on Jesus’ work in proclaiming the coming reign of God—the Advent hope.  Honestly, Mark and others in the first few generations of Christians believed that the transformation of their world was already taking place within their lifetimes.  Some of it was evident in remarkable and haunting events, such as when Jerusalem was sacked and the Temple was destroyed within forty years of Jesus’ death and resurrection.  Sometimes its cost was apparent through the blood of martyrs who were made scapegoats by the powers that be.  Many of them anticipated Jesus’ return from on high to dawn an entirely new era, beginning with the fall of the Roman Empire.  
They believed they would be witnesses of the Advent of God’s coming reign, which is why the imagery shifted from divine judgment to hope: 

From the fig tree learn its lesson: as soon as its branch becomes tender and puts forth its leaves, you know that summer is near.  So also, when you see these things taking place, you know that he is near, at the very gates.  Truly I tell you, this generation will not pass away until all these things have taken place. 

The point being, the Advent hope, the Advent waiting, the Advent expectation of a new world was already beginning to be fulfilled within their own time, their own generation.  The mighty were falling, the poor were being raised up, the justice and intentions of God were being fulfilled, particularly in the spirit and life of the early Christian communities.  That was their Advent hope becoming realized!

Fast forward this hope and expectation to our generation and we can see that we still remain on the yearning end of its ultimate fulfillment.  It is still our hope, but not our reality.  Yet, that said, perhaps people are being awakened to the need for transformation more than ever. 
Consider for a moment what we have witnessed over the last year.  Would we have imagined the changes we’ve seen in the world just since last Christmas?  People are rising up where tyrants once controlled them through intimidation and fear—in Egypt, Tunisia, Yemen, Jordan, Iraq, Algeria, Libya, Syria, Sudan, Burma, among other places.  There is a deep longing for justice and fairness and for the end to corruption, fraud, and abuses of power—even in places where changes were considered unlikely, if not impossible, a year ago!  
Even in our own country, people who feel oppressed by so many things working against them—from joblessness to overwhelming debt to an economic and political systems that have failed the majority seems to favor a few at the expense of the rest—are rising up to challenge the way things are and to seek a better future than what they see in the present.  Is that not an Advent hope for a new world?
Then look back at how much has changed for the better around the world over the course of our lifetimes!  Walls of longstanding repression have come tumbling down; gender and racial barriers have been overcome; diseases have been eradicated so that children can survive into adulthood and lives have been medically restored from circumstances considered hopeless a generation ago.  
When you step back and consider the hope of these times compared to most of human history, the possibilities for us are breathtaking!  To the Facebook generation who are coming of age now, the deep desire within so many that the world must be made even better than it presently is, that its resources can be shared more equitably, that the land, air, water, flora and fauna of the earth must be protected from further environmental damage, that the human rights of all must be respected and protected, and that the mighty and powerful must be held accountable, is palpable and, in many ways, echoes the Advent hope, even when it’s not religiously expressed.  For the rising cry for changing the way things are is consistent with the ancient hope that God’s intentions for humanity will someday be fulfilled.  


Advent hope, you see, is not just a waiting game, where one sits back and passively accepts whatever comes one’s way—it doesn’t sleep through life indifferent to what’s wrong in this world.  Nor is Advent hope simply the anticipation one feels in preparation for what occurs on Christmas day.  It’s so much more than that.  It is life-altering and world changing.  Advent hope is the motivation within us to become agents of positive change year round, so that as each generation passes onto the next, there is evidence that we are moving closer to the fulfillment of God’s intentions.  

Clearly, that’s so much more than merely celebrating Christmas!  In fact, in that light, you may see why the way we customarily celebrate Christmas completely misses the point of the season of Advent—that there is a remarkable disconnect with the broader vision and hope of Advent with our private holiday celebrations and obsessive materialism.  
That’s not to say that decorating trees and singing carols and buying gifts has no value or purpose in our lives, or that Jesus’ birth isn’t an important religious focus of the season.  But it is to say that the season of Advent is so much more than Christmas—so much broader in scope and vision and purpose.  Advent is about our ultimate destiny as a human race—a looking ahead into the future with anticipation for what is yet to come.  It inspires us to continue working to fulfill what has not yet come to pass.  It is a message to remind us that God is not yet done renewing this world from all that plagues it.  Advent is the hope for the redemption of all of life.
As for me, I’ll be considering the real intent and purpose for Advent during the next few weeks of this season.  Instead of waiting only for Christmas, I’ll view this time as a reason to wait upon God, wondering what shall yet come to pass and anticipating what the next year will bring.  And I expect that will only enhance my joy of the season, for I will still be looking forward to something good—something good about to happen—some good thing to happen for all.  When those good things happen, I’ll celebrate them in season or out of season, reflecting in my own way all the joy of heaven.        
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