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                                                       1st Sunday of Advent
TEXT (English translation: NRSV) 

The days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I will make a new covenant
with the house of Israel and the house of Judah. It will not be like the covenant
that I made with their ancestors when I took them by the hand to bring them out
of the land of Egypt – a covenant that they broke, though I was their husband,
says the Lord.  But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel
after those days, says the Lord: I will put my law within them, and I will write it on
their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.  No longer shall
they teach one another, or say to each other, "Know the Lord," for they shall all
know me, from the least of them to the greatest, says the Lord; for I will forgive
their iniquity, and remember their sin no more.

(1)
Of all our seasonal celebrations, none intensifies people’s feelings, memories, and yearnings
more widely, consistently, and profoundly than does Christmas. Christmas infuses our
emotions, memories, and hopes with a wonderful and amazing bliss; and Christmas can
sharpen loneliness, sadness, and regret into unwanted forces we can’t control. None of our
seasonal celebrations regularly entices us into and draws us more intensely through a wider
range of emotions than does Christmas.

One reason Christmas has this effect is because it has become a significant occasion for
gatherings of families and friends where sentimentality itself is celebrated. It has become an
emotional celebration of the simple fact of our being family, and our being friends, and our
being alive together. It has become a time when the practice of giving and receiving gifts instills
softer sentiments into our ordinarily hard-fought world of competition and self-interest. It has
become a time when we set aside many a workday preoccupation to, instead, focus intently on
relationships, and on what we mean to each other, and on giving people a helping hand. 
Moreover, you don’t need to be a committed church goer or much of a Christian or, really, a
Christian at all, for this Christmastime intensification of feelings to happen to you.  

Still, let’s not forget that there is a specifically Christian point to Christmas as an activity of the
church. Deep down beneath it all, Christmas is the church’s way of training hearts and minds on
otherworldly God’s having come into the world in one particular time and place, in one particular
human life. Christmas, in other words, is a season of worship. Christmas is about worshiping
God with hearts and minds centered perhaps secondarily on our own family, friends, and
worldly relations, but centered primarily – centered first and foremost – on the Holy Family of
Mary, Joseph, and the baby Jesus; and on the odd cast of characters that surrounded them at
Jesus’s birth; and on what was going on in their world at that time, the world of the children of
Israel living in bitter and brutal subjection to the mighty Roman Empire; and on what wholly
other God, through their human story, reveals to us regarding God’s own being.

That said, let’s admit it: the church’s Christmas is receding in significance all around us. 
Christmas today is less something celebrated in and as the church, and more something
celebrated outside the church through customs, parties, and other festivities that have little or
nothing to do with the self-revelation of God. Christmas as a service of divine worship has come
to be superceded by something now called the Christmas holidays.  
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That doesn’t mean that the church should protest the Christmas holidays! Even when it’s
commemorated apart from the church, we can be glad that there is a holiday season that softly
and tenderly celebrates togetherness, compassion, generosity, and what people mean to each
other. Still, there is a key difference that we need to note between Christmas as divine worship
and Christmas as the holidays. It is this: the Christmas holidays let people tap into Christmas
without running the two great risks that we run in Christmas worship: first, the risk that others
will deem us foolish for our talk of eternal God entering our temporal world as a baby born in a
barn to a couple of Jewish nobodies; secondly, the risk that we will find ourselves challenged
and changed by just this God. The Christmas holidays are a festival of light and life and
gladness that can but that need not involve wrestling with this Christian Christmas truth: through
the birth of Jesus, eternal God has come among us and laid claim to our lives, to orient us truly
toward God and to direct us soundly toward the blessed future that God is calling into being.

In and as the church, we know Christmas primarily – we know it first, foremost and, actually,
only – as an act of God. In and as the church, we know Christmas as the event of God’s
coming into the world from beyond our world to orient and direct us. For the church, Christmas
simply is not Christmas if it is not taken worshipfully to heart as a matter of faith, hope, love, joy,
and courage, gladly and solemnly embraced on bended knee before the Bethlehem manger in
the company of the Holy Family surrounded by animals, angels, shepherds, Roman rulers,
Persian magi, and remembrance of the promise made by God to Israel and, through Israel, to
all the world – the promise that the prophet Jeremiah put into these words: “I will be your God,
and you shall be my people. You shall all know me, from the least of you to the greatest. For I
will forgive your iniquity, and remember your sin no more.”

(2)
Jeremiah did not predict Christmas. He did not predict the birth of Jesus. He just declared what
God had put on his heart to declare in the face of the horrifying events that recently had
befallen his people at the hands of the armies of Babylon. The Judean countryside had been
ravaged by a Babylonian military invasion. Jerusalem, which the children of Israel had believed
to be a sign of God’s permanent and eternal protection against enemy nations, lay in ruins. The
king, who had sat on the royal throne of the house of David that was looked to as established
and secured by God, had been taken prisoner. The temple, the holiest house of the Lord, had
been reduced to rubble and all its contents either stolen or destroyed. Most of the surviving
population was in process of being forced to live in exile in a foreign land. The children of Israel
were a nation no more. Their faith was in collapse.  All was lost.

There in the midst of precisely that darkness and his people’s overwhelming sense of the
absence of God, Jeremiah prophesied the coming of a time of light, a time of joy, a time when
God is going to be recognized in a new way. The time is coming, he declared, when God is
going to join God’s law – God’s very will and way and word – so intimately to the human heart,
that it is going to change how humanity knows God. In that day it will be given to all to see that,
when God says, “I will be your God, and you shall be my people,” that doesn’t mean “Obey me
or cease to be my people.” It means instead: “I, your God, have taken responsibility for your
relationship with me. I will forgive all that needs forgiving, I will redeem all that needs
redeeming, to get you where you most deeply need to be going for the good of this world that I
so love. Don’t trust in human effort to make you right with me. Trust my decision of grace – my
determination to redeem you from sin no matter how wrong you are, no matter how far you
stray, no matter what you think of me. Trust in my love to fit you for a place and role in the
glorious future that I am preparing.”
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(3)
Again: Jeremiah did not predict Christmas. Still, when at Christmas we celebrate the coming of
God into the world in the birth of Jesus, we are celebrating what Jeremiah prophesied. We are
celebrating the revelation that God’s covenant promise to Israel and, through Israel, to all the
world, boils down to this: God’s determination to be lovingly with us and for us forever – indeed,
God’s determination not even to be God without us – God’s determination never to be without
us in God’s life, but, instead, to be always and only divinely at work lifting us into God’s own life
and keeping us there. 

To borrow from the theologian Karl Barth’s way of putting the good news that we celebrate at
Christmas (Evangelical Theology: An Introduction, Eerdmans, 1963, pp.10-11): God is not a lonely
God, infinitely far away, majestically and self-sufficiently detached from all that isn’t God, a
divinity inhumanly or superhumanly set apart from humanity, relating to us only in terms of
impersonal laws and legalistic commands. Rather, God is determined to be humanity’s God.
God exists neither next to us nor merely beyond us, but, rather, always with us, by us, and most
importantly, for us. In the birth of Jesus, in coming among us as one of us in the humanity of
Jesus, God reveals that God’s deity includes humanity, and that God is out to meet us always
where we are, in the midst of both our highest hopes and our hardest fears, a divinely loving
human presence set on helping us amidst our own strivings and struggles to become human in
a world that’s filled to the brim with inhumane darkness. 

And that, I believe, is an important reason why, year after year, Christmas so profoundly
intensifies our hopes, our fears, our memories, our regrets, our every emotion. In becoming one
of us in this way: through this helpless child, born in a barn on a winter’s night to a peasant
couple too poor to get a room in the inn; in becoming one of us in this way: through this Jesus
whose adult life would be marked as well with much humiliation and anguish and yet with so
profound a giving of himself for the good of others; in becoming one of us in this way, God
opens up a new and amazing place in the human heart. God opens up a place where we know
– independently of all holy cities, thrones, temples, and other shrines, and even when the
darkness is so great that all outward signs of God’s presence and protection seem to have
vanished – we know: whatever else our lives may mean, we were put here on this earth to love
and to be loved; and this love that we’ve been invited to share, shall never die.

Whatever else Christmas does to or for us, it reminds us deeply that life is about loving – that
we are here to love and to be loved. Christmas intensifies our feelings precisely by the way that
that very reminder intensifies within us the desire to love and to be loved.

In the present world, filled as it is with so much inhumane darkness, love is, we know, always
risky business. It can infuse memories and hopes with wonderful and amazing bliss, but also
with a loneliness, sadness and regret beyond our control. Human love is always intensely risky
business – just like God’s love coming to dwell among us as a helpless baby, born to poor,
peasant parents, lying in a manger, in a barn, in winter, in the night, in the little town of
Bethlehem. And, yet, precisely that is the good news: behind our deep desire for love – behind
our deep desire to love and be loved – is a loving God who is with us and for us to redeem us
from every loveless and unloving darkness that could ever threaten to separate us from true
love.

Whatever else Christmas does to or for us, let it direct us to and free us for the love revealed by
God in Jesus Christ as the love that we were created to know, enjoy, and share, forever. Amen.


