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Our King and Savior now draws near:  Come, let us adore him.

There is a joke, told in church circles, that asks the question:  What is the difference between a liturgist and a terrorist?  Sometimes, it’s possible to negotiate with a terrorist.  There’s more than a grain or two of truth in that bit of banter.  Any cleric whom I’ve ever met fancies himself or herself, not merely an infallible, but rather, the infallible source for planning and carrying out worship.  I’ve not been guilty of that, by the way, but then, I’m always right.
Just like other aspects of our life, the shape and scope of our worship is subject to changing cycles, and if you live long enough, you will find that “everything old is new again”.  A very respected liturgical scholar—now gone to glory—once remarked to me over lunch that at its essence, liturgy is just a fad:  “Just give it another thirty years, James; all those altars they pulled away from the walls will be shoved back and reattached.  They can yell about whether you should be facing the people, or have your back to the people;  history clearly testifies to both, so it’s all just a fad.”

One of the liturgical Nazis’ current victims is the month of December, as we try to reconcile Advent with the ever-lengthening secular Christmas season.  We are told that we are decidedly counter-cultural.  Let the classical stations bombard us with Christmas carols; we shall retreat into our purple-draped fox-hole and refuse any and all trappings of the season until sundown on December 24th.  And then, while the rest of society makes plans for New Year’s Eve, we’ll be enjoying Christmas:  finally turning on the outside lights, putting up the tree, and going straight out for a twelve-day Nativity marathon:  the real Christmas, albeit swimming a bit against the tide.
Please understand me when I say that I love Advent.  It is, bar none, my favorite season of the Christian Year.  The hymns, the readings, that call to slow down as the rest of the world rushes around the mall at warp speed; the warning to watch, and to wait, not for Bethlehem, but for the end time—I am a self-confessed Advent addict.  I couldn’t wait until last evening for the First Evensong of Advent One, listening to the prophet Micah and the apostle Paul as they pointed me in the right direction.  And after listening last Thursday to the combined choirs who will ring in the season in such glorious fashion this afternoon, as I went home I felt, to quote Ebeneezer Scrooge, “as giddy as a schoolgirl”.
Ah, home:  that’s a different kettle of fish, or different color of candle, altogether.  The items I purchased at the Garden Club Green Sale on Friday are already in place; and tomorrow I treat myself to an “Advent Quiet Day”, when I shall decorate the rectory for Christmas.  The tree will come later—not for any reason of liturgical purity, but so that it will last through Twelfth Night, January 6th, the Visit of the Magi to the Infant Christ.  I want my Christmas season to last for more than twelve days; but I want my Advent, too.  I’m afraid that by admitting that the Liturgical Police will catch wind of it and show up at my door, thrashing me about the head with a solitary, rose-colored candle.
I don’t think that there’s any dichotomy or disconnect in my two-for-one approach to this very full month.  In fact, I think that there’s a  healthy re-centering to be found when we join the world in communal ho-ho-ho-ing, and come back to be re-grounded in the truth and the challenge of Advent.  A few words about how we might do that:

First, we need to understand what Advent is, and what it’s not.  Many of you can remember that children’s hymn from the 1940 hymnal that didn’t make it into our current version, and quite probably because it conveyed the wrong message:
Advent tells us Christ is near; Christmas tells us Christ is here.
That’s not what Advent says at all:  it’s not that the birth of Jesus is just weeks away, but that the resurrected and ascended Christ, whom last week we hailed as King of Kings and Lord of Lords, will return not merely as our Savior, but as the Judge of the living and of the dead.  Advent has little to do with Christmas, except for its proximity on the calendar.  And that’s where many misunderstandings arise, I suspect.  To keep Advent is to avoid the imminent reality of Christmas.  Santa Claus may be meant to surprise us with what he brings, but the birth at Bethlehem is no surprise.  It has already happened, and can only happen once.  We know, not that it is coming, but that our commemoration of it is coming.  
Nor is Advent meant to be a penitential season, with parallels to the self-discipline of Lent.  Advent is not penitential:  many of the great Advent hymns shout out, “Alleluia!”  The purple of our vestments is the royal color of kingship, not the violet of sorrow.  The candles on the Advent wreath are not meant as a countdown to Christmas, but as a reminder, at this season of long, cold nights, that we are to “cast awake the works of darkness, and put upon us the armor of light.”  A solemn season, yes; but not penitential.
Advent’s power lies in that very solemnity.  As we are force-fed happy voices demanding us to embrace this “most wonderful time of the year”, the presence of Advent—even if only for an hour or so on Sunday—redirects our vision.  We look away from the tinsel and trappings, we even look away from Bethlehem.  Instead, we look ahead to a day and time we do not know, to Christ’s return to judge the world, his “Second Coming”.

Wouldn’t it be easy if Advent was simply meant to lead us into the Christmas story?  It’s so comforting, with shepherds and angels, crowded inns, and a miraculous birth.  Even the poverty of the major players has a certain narrative charm, and the appearance some days later of astrologers who have been promoted to kings adds color, richness, and intrigue to the drama.  Bethlehem offers us a “feel good” moment; no wonder we prefer that Advent take us there.
But it doesn’t, if we’re serious and honest.  Advent brings us here on Sunday; and amid the smell of balsam and cedar, with things “sparkling”, Boy Singers singing and a pageant being rehearsed; amid all of the Christmas exterior, the interior message resonates and grabs us:

Christ will come again, to fill all in all.  We do not know when that will be, and we can neither hasten nor delay it.  We can, however, prepare for it.  We can pose ourselves a disarmingly simple question:  If Christ were to return this very day, what would he say about me?
That’s the key to the entire season; in many ways, that question frames our entire Christian journey, from birth, to mortal death, and beyond.  We need to confront that question; we need to realize that it is not rhetorical, that Christ’s return is not some apocalyptic myth designed to frighten us into walking the straight path through the narrow door.  The Advent vision of the end time, the new and eternal Creation, both challenges and inspires us.  Or at least, it should.
I suppose that I could become a December hermit, eschewing any and all things Noël-esque, and really wrap myself in Advent’s cloak.  After awhile, though, I wonder if the message would retain its power.  

Instead, I think I’d rather throw myself into the joys of a Maine Christmas season with all of its wonder.  .  Tomorrow, I’ll be garlanding banisters, hanging wreaths, unpacking ornaments that carry memories of many times and places.  I may even listen to Bing Crosby sing “White Christmas”, since if the meteorologists are to be believed, tomorrow’s weather may lend itself just to that.  I’ll drive around, looking at the lights in late afternoon
But then, I’ll come over to the church, sit in my stall under the Advent Wreath; and the prophets and evangelists will lay hold of me; I’ll pray, once again, to put on the armor of light, so that when Christ shall come, in his glorious majesty to judge both the living and the dead, I may rise to the life immortal.
And the purpose and the power of Advent will be renewed.  Truly, Advent is the most wonderful time of the year.

Amen.
