Pre:

Last week we started out our Advent series with one word: expectancy. We talked about Mary, who was “expecting” – not just any child, but the Son of God. We talked about God’s foundational faithfulness, and our own need to trust God even when God leads us in unpredictable and seemingly impossible directions.  We are challenged to approach, not just the season, but life with expectancy. God will act; God will lead us. 

Today our word takes us a step closer to the meaning and depth of the season of Advent. The word is preparation. Jesus is coming. How do we prepare?


For our Bible passage, we turn to the Old Testament prophet Isaiah. When I read this passage, you will recognize this as a passage that points forward to the coming of the Messiah.  And it also speaks to us today about preparing for his coming again. But its first meaning was a call to the people of God who were in exile in Babylon. They had been there already for more than a generation and many had little hope of ever returning home. Isaiah’s task was to speak a word of challenge to them that would get them to believe that God was still trustworthy; that God still loved them. And that God was coming to take them home.

A Word for the Advent Season: Preparation
Isaiah 40:1-11


Preparation plays a big part in our lives. Every day we are getting ready for something. 

How do you prepare for 

going on a trip?



retirement?



Christmas?



a new baby?



a test at school?



a job interview?



getting married? 


We prepare for so many things all the time. And mostly we know how to prepare. But how do you prepare for the Lord to come?

To begin to answer that question, let’s take another look at the word Advent. Advent means coming, this is common knowledge. But we have really oversimplified this word. There are actually two parts to the word, one part meaning “toward” and the other meaning “coming.” So Advent truly means “toward the coming.” The Lord is coming. And the people of God are moving toward the coming.  So, there is action on both sides of the equation. The Lord is moving toward us, and we are moving toward his coming. 

When I was in high school (in South Dakota), my brother Allan was in graduate school in Wisconsin. He didn’t come home often, but he did come for Christmas. The best way for him to come was by train, and the train station was in a town 20 miles from our farm. And of course, the train that Allan would arrive on, would arrive very late at night. In the deep dark of winter, often subzero weather, the rest of the family would pile into the car for this adventure and drive through snow packed roads to the train station, which was really just a whistle-stop (no building to wait in). And through the darkness we would strain our eyes to see the first glimmer of the light of that train that would grow bigger as it grew closer. And finally we could hear the rattle of the wheels on the tracks and the whistle announcing the train’s arrival. It would stop and deposit my brother on the side of the tracks, and we would bundle him into the car and take him home. He had come the longest way toward us. But we also came to him. 

In a similar way, we know that the Lord is coming—and the challenge for God’s people is to move toward the coming.  This is what it means to prepare. 


For the exiles in Babylon, moving toward the Lord’s coming meant to pack their bags and get ready for the long trip home. The Lord is coming to set them free. But that is not as easy or as straightforward as it may sound.  
The exiles had become rather accustomed to their life in Babylon. The exile lasted 70 years, and today’s message comes late in the exile. You don’t have to be a great mathematician to figure out that many of the people who heard Isaiah’s message were second generation exiles. They had never been to their homeland. For them, Babylon is home. In some ways living in Babylon wasn’t so bad.  It was a powerful country. There were opportunities to make a living. They had been given the freedom to build homes there and raise their families.  Add to this long time line the emotional and spiritual realities that stemmed from the exile—the belief that God had been defeated by the idols of Babylon, and that God had abandoned or forgotten his people. Neither of those beliefs were true, of course, but the beliefs seemed to fit the circumstances of their lives. 

Many people today are in their own kind of exile, feeling abandoned by God, stuck in a life that is less than fulfilling, yet familiar enough to keep them from making substantial changes. Wanting God to come, yet not so sure that God is powerful enough, or that God cares enough to meet the needs that are there. 


Where do we start to make the necessary preparations? How do we pry ourselves loose from the trinkets and trials of Babylon, to actually move toward God’s coming? 


The starting point is a recognition. That where we are is not where we need to be.  


Listen to this quote from Dietrich Bonheoffer: “We have become so accustomed to the idea of divine love and of God’s coming at Christmas that we no longer feel the shiver of fear that God’s coming should arouse in us. We are indifferent to the message, taking only the pleasant and agreeable out of it and forgetting the serious aspect, that the God of the world draws near to the people of our little earth and lays claim to us. The coming of God is truly not only glad tidings, but first of all frightening news for everyone who has a conscience.” 


“Only when we have felt the terror of the matter, can we recognize the incomparable kindness. God comes into the very midst of evil and of death, and judges the evil in us and in the world. And by judging us, God cleanses and sanctifies us, comes to us with grace and love. God makes us happy as only children can be happy.”

 (quoted in Wilton, B, 16)


The goal is to move toward this kind of happiness. The starting point is to turn away from some things that are quite familiar and very seductive but not truly satisfying. 

It seems to me that there is a general atmosphere of dissatisfaction these days. An uneasiness, a sense that things are out of synch. And when I hear people talk about this, most often I hear an outward focus. The problem is out there somewhere. And if I could just get the right job or the right spouse, or if my kids would shape up, if the people around me would behave differently, everything would be fine. And what many people miss is that the way to prepare for God’s coming, is not to fix what is “out there” but to allow God to come in and do a work of transformation in your heart and soul. It is inside you that the new road needs to be built. This is where God will come. 

There is an ancient story about a drought in a village in China. They sent for a rainmaker who was known to live in the farthest corner of the country, far, away. Of course that would be so, because we never trust a prophet who lives in our region; he has to come from far away. So he arrived, and he found the village in a miserable state. The cattle were dying, the vegetation was dying, the people were affected. The people crowded around him and were very curious what he would do. He said, ‘Well, just give me a little hut and leave me alone for a few days.’ So he went into his little hut and people were wondering and wondering, the first, the second day. On the third day it started pouring rain and he came out. They asked him, ‘What did you do?’ ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘that is very simple. I didn’t do anything.’ ‘But look,’ they said, ‘now it rains. What happened?’ And he explained, ‘I come from an area that is in . . . balance. We have rain, we have sunshine. Nothing is out of order. I come into your area and find that it is chaotic. The rhythm of life is disturbed, so when I come into it I, too, am disturbed. The whole thing affects me and I am immediately out of order. So what can I do? I want a little hut to be by myself, to meditate, to set myself straight. And then, when I am able to get myself in order, everything around is set right. We are now in [balance]Tao, and since the rain was missing, now it rains.’ (quoted by Linda Cunningham in “Countertransference in Sandplay: The Heart and the Mind of a Loving, Attuned Other”) 

It almost makes it sound like magic, which of course, it’s not. But the rather simple message of this little story is, when things are out of synch, don’t look outward at other people or at circumstances, look inside and let God transform you. That transformation will change the world around you. 
The people in exile in Babylon needed to be reminded of God’s power, God’s trustworthiness and God’s love.  And that is the essence of Isaiah’s message. The sobering reality is that when God made it possible for the exiles to return, only a remnant of God’s people signed up for the trip home. The vast majority remained in Babylon. 

What about you? Will you prepare the way for the Lord? Will you move toward his coming? In your heart? 
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