 Mark 1:1-8 Isaiah 40:1-11

Advent II

                                                      A Long Wait                                    Sunday December 4, 2011
I entitled the message this morning:  “A long wait”
That’s probably one of your favourite things… waiting.

We love to wait in line – at traffic lights, in grocery stores, in a doctor’s office or a lab, waiting to check your bags, and then waiting to get through security.
You have an appointment to get your car fixed… and you have to wait.

You want to buy a coffee, you get in line and wait, you want to get something done at your home, the service person says to make sure there’s someone there at noon, and who knows how long you’ll really have to wait.

Waiting can feel like a waste of time.

A good appointment or good service is when they don’t keep us waiting.

But there is another kind of waiting – waiting in anticipation – waiting for your first child to be born – waiting for your holidays for the special trip you’ve planned –- waiting to turn 16 to get your driver’s license - waiting for your wedding day, waiting for your anniversary, or a special birthday, waiting to board an airplane, or a cruise ship, waiting for university or a first job to begin.
There is a waiting that is packed with meaning, anticipation, hope, excitement, and preparations.

What first stirred the thought about a long wait is our reading from Isaiah.

Isaiah 39 ends with the prophet going to King Hezekiah and telling him that soon all that he has, all that his ancestors have stored up in their treasure houses, all the wealth of his kingdom is going to be carted off to Babylon, and his sons will serve as eunuch’s in the court of Babylon.

All of that happens and more – Jerusalem is destroyed – the walls of the city laid to ruins – many of the people killed, and the young nobles carted off to serve in the courts of Babylon.

The prophet Jeremiah tells the people that they should seek the peace of the city they are resettled in, because they are going to be there a long time.

In fact, it is 160 years before the words of Isaiah 40 are spoken by God.

“Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God. Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry to her that she has served her term.”

160 years is a long wait.
And that is just the beginning of the new thing God is doing.

They are to watch and see the “Lord God coming with might and his arm rules for him: his reward is with him, and his recompense before him.”

Babylon was defeated, Persia became the new super power, and God delivered his people through the policies of the new Persian government.
The image that Isaiah sees is of homecoming.

Judah can now return home because God’s will overrides the will of Babylon to keep exiles; Babylon’s will for exiles is no match for God’s resolve for homecoming.  

That homecoming, will be quite public, onlookers will see the exiles go by and will be able to see that it is God who makes this joyous return possible.  

Highways were built in the ancient world primarily for processional events, when ruler and gods could parade in victory.  

Now, it is God and Israel who will parade in victory.

John the Baptist reiterates this image from Isaiah, so that the ministry of Jesus is presented as good news for dislocated people in the ancient world.  

The ministry of Jesus is a glad and public homecoming for all those alienated and dislocated.

This season of Advent is also a season of waiting.

We remember that we wait for a Saviour who is coming again.
We wait in the company of prophets like Isaiah, and John the baptizer.

John readied his people to receive Jesus the first time-

“Prepare for God’s arrival!
Make the road smooth and straight!”

People thronged to him from Judea and Jerusalem and, as they confessed their sins, were baptized by John in the Jordan River into a changed life.

As John preached he said, “The real action comes next; the star of this drama, to whom I’m a mere stagehand, will change your life.  I’m baptizing you here in the river, turning your old life in for a kingdom life.  His baptism – a holy baptism by the Holy Spirit-will change you from the inside out.”

This Advent season invites us to reflect on those two statements:  “Jesus will change your life, and he will change you from the inside out.”

So how has Jesus changed your life?
Do you see a dramatic shift in every part of you?
Have you been changed from the inside out?

These days of waiting and preparation invite us to consider spirituals disciplines of abstinence to make room for the work of God’s Spirit in making us new.

Disciplines of abstinence are helpful in that they help us bring our normal human desires into right order, when often they grow inordinately important in our lives.
Spiritual disciplines expose our compulsions and invite us to a deeper dependence and trust of God.

These disciples of abstinence invite us to give up something – to abstain from something that is good- in order to make sure it remains good.

We’re invited to disciples of solitude, silence, simplicity, fasting, and others.

I took part in a webinar this week entitled from Consumer to Missionaries.
The speaker’s church took Black Friday and made it a day of fasting and prayer – some people fasted from using technology, others gave up food, no one shopped.

This pastor mentioned a familiar slogan “expect more, pay less.”

He described it as being a sort of mantra for our consumer culture.

We expect more and want to pay less.

So then I compared that with the life that Jesus lived.

Jesus expected nothing but a relationship, – his life was characterized by serving, and giving, not expecting and taking, and he paid the entire price- pouring out his life for us – holding nothing back.

We breath the air of a consumer culture – there’s no escape – but we can live in counter cultural ways- by turning Black Friday into a day of prayer and fasting, or we can choose to celebrate more simply this Christmas, we can welcome the stranger and allow others to care for us.

We can learn dependence on God.

In a world filled with noise and instant messaging we can wait, and be silent, pray and watch, repent – turn in a new direction, heeding the prophets’ words.
Our waiting can be filled with hope, expectation, watching as God does change from the inside out.
Learning God’s ways together… no longer expecting more and paying less, but serving more, and gladly, joyfully paying whatever price, for we are waiting for our returning Lord.

Another glorious homecoming is promised for all God’s people.

Come, Lord Jesus, Come
Rev. Frances Savill, Minister
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