It’s Advent.  We’ve lit the first candle.  The signs are all around us...
in the streets, in the stores, in our homes.  I read that there are three parts to this season; the waiting, the waiting, and the waiting.  In a culture that says NOW, advent says wait.  In a culture that says consume, advent says give away.  Advent is profoundly countercultural!

We don’t like to wait for things!  Whether it’s waiting in traffic, waiting for a loved one to come home, waiting to even hear from someone far away, waiting for news…waiting can be painful and lonely, or it can be a joyful and expectant anticipation, shared with others, filled with wonder.  Waiting is different when we are ready, when we’re ahead of schedule, when we know they’re on their way home.
It’s advent.  We wait.  But for what?  In our text for today, there’s no mention of a baby or shepherds or a manger.  It’s a difficult text, reminding us instead, of what it is we are waiting for.  Jesus is coming again…and we’d better be ready!
Like Christmas…it’s inevitable.  Christmas will come – ready or not, somehow it will happen.  And, ready or not, Jesus will come again to those who are ready.  Verse 44 says it pretty clearly:  “therefore you also must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming…at an unexpected hour.”
So, the question for this first Sunday in Advent is…are you getting ready for Christmas?  Or are you getting ready for Christ?  If advent means coming, what’s coming?  What is it we’re waiting for?  Jesus the savior, the baby born in Bethlehem and laid in a manger?  He has already come!  Like more than 2000 years ago!  And – oh, do we love to celebrate!  It is certainly a celebration worthy of our best efforts.  I love it…and I am one of the worst offenders when it comes to going overboard!

And yet, in the midst of all the busyness and in and through the waiting, advent is also a season filled with yearning.  When I read that there are three parts to this season: waiting, waiting and waiting... it ended by saying there are three parts to this season: yearning, yearning, and yearning.

Yearning for Christmas past, for a simpler time, yearning for quiet times by the fire or dreaming by the tree.  Yearning for that time when there really will be peace on earth - when swords can be turned into ploughshares and spears into pruning hooks…when nation will not lift up against nation the sword or spear or gun.  Deep inside us, advent is about yearning for that day when Christ will come again and God’s perfect reign will be on earth as it is in heaven.
Even in our yearning, though, there are glimpses of what it might be like.  Loved ones do come home, forgiveness and reconciliation happen, quiet moments of deep contentment catch us by surprise.  We experience, even in the waiting, a little bit of what is yet to come .
This too is the message of advent.  God’s perfect kingdom even now breaks into our sinful, selfish world.  But how can that be?  How can what is to come already be   Can something be now…and not yet?  Can what we are waiting for already be here?  Maybe.  If we’re ready.

As I wondered how to make this concept real…I was also getting ready to be with the women tonight at their advent supper, and I was re-learning a poem that I was going to share with them.  So it was rolling around in my head along with my advent pondering.  And I literally woke up in the middle of the night to the realization that this poem does it…it wraps up both advent themes: the first, that being ready makes waiting easier and second, that God’s future enters the past and becomes our present.  Listen and see what you think!
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A Christmas Cup of Tea 
by Tom Hegg /Warren Hanson

The log was in the fireplace, all spiced and set to burn At last, the yearly Christmas race was in the clubhouse turn. The cards were in the mail, all the gifts beneath the tree And 30 days reprieve till VISA could catch up with me. Though smug satisfaction seemed the order of the day Something still was nagging me and would not go away
A week before I got a letter from my old great Aunt It read: Of course I'll understand completely if you can't, but if you find you have some time, how wonderful it would be if we Could have a little chat and share a cup of Christmas tea. She'd had a mild stroke that year which crippled her left side Though house bound now my folks had said it hadn't hurt her pride They said: She'd love to see you. What a nice thing it would be For you to go and maybe have a cup of Christmas tea. But boy! I didn't want to go. Oh, what a bitter pill To see and old relation and how far she'd gone downhill
I remembered her as vigorous, as funny and as bright I remembered Christmas Eves when she regaled us half the night. I didn't want to risk all that. I didn't want the pain. I didn't need to be depressed. I didn't need the strain. And what about my brother? Why not him? She's his aunt, too! I thought I had it justified, but then before I knew The reasons not to go I so painstakingly had built Were cracking wide and crumbling in an acid rain of guilt. I put on boots and gloves and cap, shame stinging every pore And armed with squeegee, sand and map, I went out my front door. I drove in from the suburbs to the older part of town The pastels of the newer homes gave way to gray and brown. I had that disembodied feeling as the car pulled up And stopped beside the wooden house that held the Christmas cup. How I got up to her door I really couldn't tell... I watched my hand rise up and press the button of the bell. I waited, aided by my nervous rocking to and fro And just as I was thinking I should turn around and go I heard the rattle of the china in the hutch against the wall The triple beat of two feet and a crutch came down the hall. The clicking of the door latch and the sliding of the bolt And a little swollen struggle popped it open with a jolt. She stood there pale and tiny, looking fragile as an egg I forced myself from staring at the brace that held her leg. And though her thick bifocals seemed to crack and spread her eyes Their milky and refracted depths lit up with young surprise. Come in! Come in! She laughed the words. She took me by the hand And all my fears dissolved away as if by her command. We went inside and then before I knew how to react  Before my eyes and ears and nose was Christmas past, alive, intact!
The scent of candied oranges, of cinnamon and pine, The antique wooden soldiers in their military line, The porcelain Nativity I'd always loved so much, The Dresden and the crystal I'd been told I mustn't touch. My spirit fairly bolted like a child out of class And danced among the ornaments of calico and glass. Like magic I was six again, deep in a Christmas spell Steeped in the million memories the boy inside knew well. And here among old Christmas cards so lovingly displayed A special place of honor for the ones we kids had made. And there, beside her rocking chair, the center of it all My great Aunt stood and said how nice it was that I had come to call. I sat and rattled on about the weather and the flu She listened very patiently then smiled and said, "What's new?" Thoughts and words began to flow. I started making sense I lost the phony breeziness I use when I get tense. She was still passionately interested in everything I did. She was positive. Encouraging. Like when I was a kid. Simple generalities still sent her into fits She demanded the specifics. The particulars. The bits. We talked about the limitations that she'd had to face She spoke with utter candor and with humor and good grace. Then defying the reality of crutch and straightened knee On wings of hospitality she flew to brew the tea.
I sat alone with feelings that I hadn't felt in years. I looked around at Christmas through a thick hot blur of tears. And the candles and the holly she'd arranged on every shelf The impossibly good cookies she still somehow baked herself. But these rich and tactile memories became quite pale and thin When measured by the Christmas my great Aunt kept deep within. Her body halved and nearly spent, but my great Aunt was whole I saw a Christmas miracle, the triumph of a soul. The triple beat of two feet and a crutch came down the hall The rattle of the china in the hutch against the wall. She poured two cups. She smiled and then she handed one to me And then we settled back and had a cup of Christmas tea.

Over that cup of tea…in his great aunt’s living room...it WAS Christmas!  I know – there was a week to go until December 25th, but surely that was Christmas.  And, if he hadn’t been ready, he’d have missed it!

Advent is like that.  The future and the past pressed into the present.  We long for the past.  We yearn for the future.  And we cherish what is full of wonder here and now, the burst of charity that this season creates.  Whether it is gifts for the angel trees at the mall or the dropping money into the big red kettle outside of all the stores, giving Toys for Tots or an end-of-the year check to the church or a favorite charity, most of us find ways to give what we can so that others might enjoy just a bit of the abundance which is Christmas for us.

And when we do – and when we do – a bit of God’s future enters the past and becomes our present.  We experience here and now Christ’s coming.   He came, the babe in Bethlehem.  He will come again (without warning, our lesson says) in the midst of our everyday lives.  And he also comes…present tense.  He comes, prompting and urging and guiding us to each of those Christ-like moments of mercy and goodness.  He comes to us right here today in his word and in the sacrament. And in his coming to us, He himself makes us ready!  

Our longing in advent is often seen in scripture and in poetry as longing for light…the prophet Isaiah says, “…come, let us walk in the light of the Lord.”  In the New Testament lesson for this Sunday, St. Paul urges the early Christians in Rome to wake up!  To put on the armor of light… to put on the Lord Jesus Christ - who is the light of the world.
And so we light our advent wreaths.  We light candles and put up lights in and on our homes.  We bring a bit of light into a dark world even as we wait and long for the light that will illumine all of creation – as we wait and long for that gift which our eyes can’t yet see, that good and gracious gift…our God giving his very self to us…the gift above all gifts…the righteousness of a loving God who came, who comes, and who will come again.  
It’s advent.  We wait.  We wonder.  We yearn.  And ready or not…Christ is coming.  He is coming for those who are ready!
Let’s pray:  Lord, grant us a glimpse of your glory.  Open our eyes to your coming to us that we may know you are always with us, and as you abide in us and we in you, may we show traces of your glory in our lives that others might know you, too.  Amen.
