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 The first time I ever attended the liturgy of a Catholic Mass I was a freshman 

at college — and not just any college. I was at the very Catholic University of ND. 

Having grown-up as a Protestant kid and the son of a Pentecostal preacher, I was 

curious about this unfamiliar liturgy which my upbringing cautioned me to view as 

both dead & dangerous; both a lifeless ritual & also a great peril to vibrant 

spirituality. I was full of anticipation as I joined my Catholic roommate to attend 

one of the routine, weekly Masses in the lobby of our dorm. But to our surprise, 

when we arrived the setting was anything but routine. The entire first floor was 

packed with students and faculty. My roommate had no idea what was going on, 

and since everything was arranged in the round we sat down in a small opening 

near the center of the crowd.  

 When the priest arrived a few minutes later, we realized why there were so 

many people. Our celebrant that night just happened to be the President of the 

University. And he sat down in the spot reserved right beside me in the center of 

the crowd. May I remind you, this was my first time ever attending anything 

resembling a liturgical Christian service and, there I was, next to the most powerful 

person at the entire school. As best I can remember I spent the entire time turned 

slightly away from him, hoping he wouldn’t notice how clueless I really was.   

 My point is that the moment our University president arrived, my experience 

was completely transformed from being a mostly curious bystander, to becoming a 

full participant; from sitting on the sideline, to finding myself in the spotlight. I 
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didn’t do anything to change the situation. If I can put it this way, the situation 

changed itself when the one person who was “above” everyone suddenly came 

“beside” us; and especially beside me. That’s what transformed everything, making 

it both more thrilling, and also a little unnerving.  

 It’s not a bad image for the season of Advent; the liturgical season we begin 

today. For Christians Advent is all about the God “above” us, who suddenly and 

surprisingly appears “beside” us, transforming us from bystanders to participants, 

from sitting on the sideline, to finding ourselves in the middle of God’s action to 

heal the world. Advent is about the hope & the promise of a world transformed by 

God’s action. So Advent always begins in darkness.  1

 Today the prophet Isaiah prays for God to transform the world’s darkness. O 

that you would tear open the heavens and come down, so that the mountains would 

quake at your presence (Isa 64:1). The prophet prays for God to come down 

because God’s people are still in darkness; suffering & feeble and feeling very 

much like their ancestors who were slaves in Egypt for hundreds of years. Isaiah 

prays for God to make the mountains quake, like Mt. Sinai quaked at the Exodus. 

He prays for God, to make your name known… so that the nations might tremble 

(Isa. 64.2) like Pharaoh trembled at the Exodus. So that, just like the Exodus, their 

lives would be transformed from darkness & suffering to light & freedom. O that 

you would tear open the heavens and come down. That’s our prayer at Advent.  

 cf. Rutledge, “Advent Begins in the Dark,” in The Bible and The New York Times, 25.1
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 And here’s the surprising thing. In the midst of that prayer for God to 

transform our world’s darkness, like the Exodus, the prophet also knows that any 

pathway from suffering to freedom includes waiting, like the Exodus itself which 

only happened after 430 yrs of waiting. Isaiah says it in the very next verse: From 

ages past no one has… seen any God besides you, who works for those who wait 

for him, (Isa. 64:4).  

 Waiting. The prophetic prayer we’re invited to make our own at the 

beginning of Advent; the cry for God to come & transform our world’s darkness, is 

a prayer that includes waiting. Waiting is hard; even scandalous. Waiting is 

scandalous when we’re surrounded by seemingly endless varieties of suffering, 

oppression or injustice. It’s always been hard or scandalous to wait for the God of 

our faith.  

 1,700 yrs. ago, “Someone asked [St.] Antony [of Egypt], founder of desert 

monasticism, ‘What must one do in order to please God?’ Antony said to stay 

focused on God and live according to Scripture, and ‘in whatever place you find 

yourself, do not easily leave it.’” He said to wait. At the Episcopal monastery here 

in Cambridge Br. Luke says, “Antony speaks of a core anxiety and truth. We don’t 

like to stay with what is hard. We try to flee what troubles us, whether literally or 

figuratively, and God invites staying present.”  From ages past no one has… seen 2

 https://www.ssje.org/monasticwisdom/stability/?utm_source=SSJE&utm_campaign=26cccfc3dd-2

EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2017_09_20&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_d17480dad0-26cccfc3dd-54459701
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any God besides you, who works for those who wait for him. 

 It’s fair to ask, why? Why is waiting so important for Christians not only at 

Advent, but throughout the year? What is God up to with all this waiting? Because 

if we turn to the Gospel for an answer, we find that Jesus talking about the same 

kind of waiting. It’s a famously difficult and bizarre passage for those of us who 

are reading it through 2,000 years of time, space — and waiting. Some scholars say 

it’s a combined set of images, where Jesus is both talking about the destruction of 

Israel’s temple (which happened within a generation) and also about God’s 

ultimate judgement & deliverance of the world (which has not yet happened).  

 Whatever we think about the symbolic language of this passage, it’s 

obviously about the transformation of the world & our deliverance from darkness. 

And Jesus ends this bizarre passage by counseling his followers to wait. He says it 

three times:  keep alert, for you do not know when the time will come (13:33); keep 

awake — for you do not know when the master will come (13:35); what I say to you 

I say to all: Keep awake (13:37).  

 According to theologian, Jane Williams, “Jesus does not recommend any 

particular kind of activity or busy-ness, just [this]… a way of looking at the world 

that sees it as full of signs. This is not an easy skill. It is much easier to look at the 

world and see it either as meaningless or actually as full of absences—places 

where God is not present, rather than places where, any moment now, he might 
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[appear].”  Or in the words of Fleming Rutledge, “The authentically hopeful 3

Christmas spirit has not looked away from the darkness, but straight into it.”  4

 And that’s where our reading from 1 Corinthians comes in. Because tucked 

in-between these passages about watching & waiting, we find Paul assuring us that 

we’ve already been enriched with everything we need in the waiting. Paul reminds 

these early Christians — and us — that whatever transformation we’re waiting for 

grows out of the work already accomplished in Jesus. In the midst of suffering or 

oppression, we’re not waiting for something new or different than Jesus. We’re 

waiting for more of Jesus. We’re waiting for a greater revelation of Jesus. 

 “Advent is [a season of waiting and] learning to see the world as it actually 

is, full of signs, joyful or terrifying, of the coming of God.”  In the midst of our 5

waiting, we’re also learning to see. Paul tells us, you are not lacking as you wait (1 

Cor. 1:7). He says, Jesus will strengthen you to the end (1 Cor. 1:8). He says, God 

is faithful (1 Cor. 1:9). You are not lacking. He will strengthen. God is faithful. And 

that’s why every Advent we return to the story of Jesus. Because those of still 

waiting for God’s final transformation of the world find ourselves sustained, 

strengthened, and energized as we meditate on the mysterious appearance of God’s 

world-changing love in the birth of Jesus.  It’s an event that changes everything.6

 Williams, Lectionary Reflections: Year B, 3.3

 Rutledge, “Advent Begins in the Dark,” in The Bible and The New York Times, 28.4

 Ibid.5

 Wright, Twelve Months of Sundays, Year B, 3.6


