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Let us pray: May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts be acceptable in your sight, Oh Lord, our rock and our redeemer.  Amen. 

I want to speak fairly briefly this morning, offering what may be an example of what some might call an oxymoron: a short sermon.  You see, I don’t have much time.  We have only 18 days until Christmas, after all.  I was curious the other day, and found that you can Google it and find out just how long.  Wouldn’t it be nice to have that same kind of clock to tell us how long we have to prepare for other events in our life?  In last week’s Gospel lesson, Jesus reminds us regarding God’s judgment, “But about that day or hour no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.”  In this week’s lesson, John the Radical Baptist, he who would teach us how to make ourselves ready for the coming of our Lord, fleshes out what that judgment might look like.  Yet, we have heard from the angels and from others that we mustn’t fear.  So, on we move, forward we go toward Christmas and toward whatever else life holds for us, hopefully without fear.

In fact, we move forward with a great deal of hope.  We have also heard a lot of very good news this morning.  Isaiah has presented us with a stunning depiction of the kin-dom of God.  Again, we know the beauty of the end times in which all manner of incompatible beings are not only friends; they lie down together.  This vision of peace rests among those promises for which we wait in the coming of the Messiah.  We have eighteen days, some hours and some minutes until Christmas, and we have long been given the chance to prepare.  So, how do we do it?

I probably share too frequently that I think I have intentionally committed to memory more Shakespeare than scripture, which has as much to do with my being involved with theater in high school as it does to what my Sunday school teachers did or didn’t ask of me.  I remember particularly being required to remember lines from several scenes in Shakespeare’s Hamlet.  I recounted the context of some of them in our Bible study just recently.  In another scene, before his son Laertes leaves for studies in France, Polonius, who is Hamlet’s councilor, gives his son parting advice.  It is sound advice, through and through.  My similarly literary ex-husband and I would periodically impart these to our girls . . . It strikes me that if Laertes were to heed his father’s words, he would face most of life’s challenges with strength.  Before this catalog of helpful information, Polonius tells him “these few precepts in thy memory see thou character.”  That is to say, if you keep in mind these few pieces of advice, your character will be molded by them.  Perhaps clearer than Shakespeare’s words for some of us is what may be a familiar quotation from Henry Hancock, the 19th century lawyer and engineer who helped develop LA County: “Out of our beliefs are born deeds; out of our deeds we form habits; out of our habits grows our character; and on our character we build our destiny.” 

Out of our habits we grow our character.  It is our character on which we rely to face life’s challenges.  What if John the Baptist were to tell us today that we have eighteen days to prepare ourselves for life’s greatest challenges!?  What might be those few precepts on which we would rest?  From what certain knowledge do we gain our strength, our perseverance and our patience?

Last week, I shared my own stories of waiting—with frustration or with hope—and was reminded recently of a story I heard some time ago.  I wonder if some of you also remember hearing about a tugboat that sank off the coast of Nigeria.  I encourage you to search the internet to learn about Harrison Okene, who was the cook on board the vessel.  He survived for 60 hours before being discovered during an operation thought to be only to recover the deceased sailors.  In this season of watchful waiting, I wonder how he waited.  How did he wait—for 60 hours?  For some things, we can’t prepare exactly as according to a particular plan, but we do rely on our basic instincts and basic knowledge.  Okene’s 60 hours must have been frightening, yet in the recording of his rescue, his voice was calm and sure.  I was still mulling over what he must have thought about; what he must have prayed (and he said, “I did pray!”) and found myself thinking about prisoners, whether political or criminal.  How did they wait for release?  I wonder if political prisoners are particularly challenged, because they have a sense that they were imprisoned for doing what was right.  We might think of someone like Nelson Mandela.  How in the world did he maintain any sense of peace while imprisoned for 27 years?  

I feel certain that neither Mandela nor Okene practiced any particular behaviors during their lives prior to their relative imprisonment about which they thought, “I must learn this skill, or think this thought, or fashion this hope so that one day, when I am tried beyond my usual patience and strength, I will persevere; One day, when I am stuck in an overturned boat with barely enough space to breathe, I will need this skill.”  Still, there was something in them that had prepared them for this time.

We have eighteen days, and fewer minutes to prepare ourselves for Christmas.  We are not talking about shopping now.  John the Baptist has strong words for the people who are awaiting their savior.  It is not enough that they should wait passively for the reign of God.  They should repent.  We should repent, and we don’t know at what day or hour God might come—again.   From what we must repent as we make ready for Jesus’ coming is going to be individual; it’s going to be national.  It’s going to be familial sometimes.  Maybe we can think about this a bit differently this year.  What are the practices, the thoughts and behaviors on which we rest that are not suitable for this preparation?  Let them go.  Tell God you are sorry for the things you have done and have left undone that have not helped make the path straight for the kin-dom of God.  Then, let them go.  It seems to me that when we think about walking through Advent in a way that doesn’t sully Christmas with the trappings of consumerism, we do light service to our Lord.  Sure, we can remember the reason for the season better, but I find that a lot of people struggle to be good this year, and it has a different motive than John’s.  We want the joy of Christmas, but we don’t want the repentance that really gets us there.  The reason for the season of Advent is preparation.  It is waiting while resting on those few precepts in our memories that see our character and working to dismiss those that shouldn’t be part of it.  

Jesus’ command for us was simple sounding:  Love.  We could stop there, but Jesus is more specific.  Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul and mind, and love your neighbor as yourself.  Establishing for ourselves those habits that enable us to love well even those who are least like us—and love well those who most bother us—is our great preparation for Christmas, and for life.   So, this Advent, as we make ourselves ready for Christmas—ready for the threshing of judgment that leads toward the greatest joy, it is my pray that may we know Christ’s light anew.  Amen.
