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2nd Sunday of Advent 2012 

Do you know what makes preaching during Advent so difficult?  It’s the very same thing 

that makes it easy for us to ignore most of what Jesus says in the gospels.  Do you 

know what it is?  It’s the stubborn fact that the world has remained pretty much the 

same as it was when John the Baptist first came along saying something new and weird 

was going to happen and when Jesus preached his first sermon in a synagogue in 

Nazareth and nearly got himself killed.  The world is now an older place, there are lots 

more Christians around, but the Day of the Lord has not yet arrived, at least in any 

obvious fashion, and light no more appears to have triumphed over darkness than it did 

in the first century.   

 

We look around and what we don’t see is everything turned on its head.  We don’t see 

every valley filled in and every mountain laid low.  We don’t see crooked roads made 

straight or rough places made smooth.  We don’t see, in the words of Mary’s Magnificat, 

the mighty being thrown down from their chairs and the lowly being lifted up; we don’t 

see the rich being sent away empty or the hungry being filled with good things.   What 

we do see often is just a change in personnel in corridors of power,  not a real reversal 

of fortunes bringing about God’s reign of truth and goodness and justice that all these 

images suggest. In other words, what makes preaching in Advent difficult and what 

makes it hard for us to take this Christian thing really, really seriously is that life and this 

world seem just like the same old, the same old thing, except maybe that the 

environment is actually getting worse.   
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In this sense, Advent is a painful season, far more painful in some ways than Lent when 

we can more easily apply the experiences of Jesus and even his sufferings to our own 

personal experiences.  But how do that with Advent?  How do we live with hope that 

God actually wants and desires and is bringing about some kind of “Great Reversal”  

within human life?   That’s the question that Advent smacks us with right in the side of 

the head.  How do we live with a hope that the words which the gospel-writer Luke 

wrote, quoting the prophet Isaiah, about mountains and valleys being turned upside 

down and the words of Mary about the powerful and the  small people of this world 

exchanging places are somehow true. 

 

I take a certain comfort in the fact that the first book in the New Testament canon of 

scripture- the book of 1 Thessalonians- is a writing concerned with this very problem- 

the anxieties of the faithful about the “Great Reversal” not happening yet, about the fact 

that the Lord has not yet returned and his disciples are beginning to die off.  And so the 

author of Thessalonians, whoever he was, reassures the faithful that they should not 

lose heart, because the Lord  is coming like “a thief in the night” or like a “woman in 

travail”.  His word to the anxious Thessalonian Christians was to wait, to work, to watch 

and not to lose heart or patience.  St. Peter in his second letter found it necessary to 

quote from the Psalms (90:4) and to remind his Christian community that with God a 

thousand years is only like a day swiftly passing by.  In other words, the promise that 

the Lord will return “soon” to set the world to rights is relative.  What seems like a long 

time to us is but a blink of the eye for God.   
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Now let’s be honest-  all that may be true, but it certainly does not make this stuff any 

easier.  And if it is true what it seems to mean is that all of us will quite naturally have a 

tendency then to sink into complacency, to allow business-as-usual to take over 

because whatever God is going to do, it is a long way away.  You know, we preachers 

have at times complained about what we call the “secularization” of Christmas, the 

tendency to turn Christmas into simply a “winter festival” with lights and decorations and 

parties, a domesticated celebration that gets us through the darkness of winter but 

which has no “edge” to it.  What we often forget is that especially since the 4th century 

when Christianity was in a real sense domesticated by the Roman Empire under the 

emperor Constantine, nearly (but not entirely), nearly the whole Church accepted the 

role of being an agent of continuity rather than of change, a agent of conformity rather 

than of transformation.  We made our bed with the powers that were.  We became no 

threat to them.  We accepted our new status as the reigning ideology of the day, and so 

we tended to foster a kind of Christianity with no edge, a kind of domesticated 

Christianity that had “settled in”, so to speak, and which had taken over the function of 

seeing people “through the winter”.   Christianity became business-as-usual. Why, then, 

should we be surprised that the original edginess of Jesus is now hard to find at 

Christmas. 

 

But can we find it again?  Maybe that’s the Advent question.  As we continue to wait and 

to work and to watch- if we are willing to do these things-, how can we recapture the 

edginess of the whole Christian business?  How, in other words, might we hear those 

words of St. Luke about valleys being filled in and mountains being leveled as having 
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meaning for us today?   How do we live in this conundrum: Religion, on the one hand, 

including the Christian religion, always serves in some way as an agent of stability and 

continuity and security.  It is an extremely important means by which we conserve our 

shared memory and preserve our shared values and virtues.  It serves as an “identity 

tent” in which generation after generation of children learn to move beyond me to we.   

Religion is an agent that enables all of us to live through the winter of life.   

 

At the same time, however, the Christian religion proclaims “glad tidings” that turn things 

upside down, that pull down the mountains of our lives and fill in the valleys?   In other 

words, how do we hear the words of the prophets, of John the Baptizer, and of Jesus 

which call for change and transformation and subversion of the status quo, while at the 

same time living with beautiful buildings, pretty advent wreaths and Christmas trees, 

and the realization that we all need winter festivals to see us through life?   

 

That’s our conundrum.  And it’s one that we need to struggle with, I think,  in the weeks 

before Christmas, and ultimately it’s a puzzle that we can only answer for ourselves, not 

for anybody else.  But to answer it, we really do need to pay attention to what Jesus 

said and did.  The radical dimension of the Jesus story, I think, lies first of all in the 

content of the message, the preaching, the proclamation.  It lies in the announcement 

by John and Jesus that God’s kingdom of truth and of love is somehow really at hand, 

within reach, and that what we call the “salvation of God” does not just belong to some 

unforeseeable distant future after we die.  It has something to do with us and with our 

world right now. 
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If we are sincere in wanting to know what Jesus’ life and message mean for our time 

and circumstances right now, we must have the courage to ask what he already said 

and did in his own time and circumstances, and to look at how he turned things upside 

down in Nazareth and Galilee and Jerusalem.  When  we hear that “Every valley shall 

be filled and every mountain and hill shall be made low. The winding roads shall be 

made straight, and the rough ways made smooth, this must mean that God’s future is 

really somehow is already in reach, already “at hand”, for us as well as it was for people 

living in the first century, and that when the Kingdom is disclosed in our own day those 

who are on top will indeed be cast down, while those who are downtrodden will be lifted 

up.  When John and Jesus came preaching, it was to proclaim the end of things as they 

were and the breaking in of things that are to be.  They didn’t just criticize the status 

quo.  They said that was it going to be destroyed.  Good news to some will almost 

inevitably be bad news to others.  This is the edginess of the glad tidings of Christ, and 

unless we want to get rid of it in favor of a middle-class message which is palatable to 

as many people as possible- and that’s our great temptation- we need to allow this 

edginess to remain with us throughout the this season.   

 

The push of Advent, I think, is for us to accept two things at the same time: to accept 

the warm confirmation of God’s love shown to us in Jesus and then allow it to stand side 

by side with the radical confrontation of Jesus’ preaching that challenges us to profound 

change and transformation of thinking and living.  Our task during Advent is to stand 
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right in the midst of valleys being filled in and mountains being brought low, to know that 

we are not alone, and  to see that God’s salvation is at hand in our own day. 


