Advent 2011

Take Heart in the Night: Tidings of Comfort and Joy

Take Heart in the Promise

Isaiah 11:1-9


This year I had the privilege of working with a group of people from the congregation to plan our worship series for the season of Advent.  As we began to talk about Advent and Christmas and about the stories and the messages of the season, it became abundantly clear that the world right now is very much in a state of Advent already – before this Sunday morning even dawned, it was Advent.  Because Advent is a time of waiting, a time of preparation, but it is also, symbolically, a time of darkness…a time of longing…a time of need.  And as we reflected together, these worship planners revealed a truth – the world, right now, is in a time of darkness…a time of longing…a time of need.  It is a time of Advent upon the earth – and we are in deep need of the good news of the Christmas story.  We are in deep need of the tidings of comfort and the tidings of joy that it brings with it.  We are in deep need of the breaking through of God’s love and God’s light that comes at Christmas.  O come, O come, Emmanuel.  Come into our lives and remind of us the comfort that you can bring.  Come into our lives and offer us hope.  Come into our lives with a tumult joy for all people.  But come.  Oh, Please.  Right now.  We need you.


We need you.


And that was the case 700 years before the birth of Jesus, too.  The people needed comfort.  They needed hope.  They needed light to be brought to their lives, they needed a tumult of joy for all people.  They cried out before God – they cried out, and they said, “Please, oh please…we need you.”  And that was when a promise was made.  And it wasn’t just any promise…it was a promise from God.  A promise from the same God who pledged, the emancipation of God’s people.  A promise from the same God who pledged, in Exodus, to always be with God’s people, through every step of the journey.  A promise from the same God who spoke with love to Sarah, mother of Isaac; to Hannah, mother of Samuel; and to Elizabeth, mother of John the Baptist.  The same God who proclaimed a great gift, who proclaimed the coming of Emmanuel, which means God-with-us.  The prophet Isaiah spoke to the people and revealed God’s promise that Emmanuel would come and usher in a time, usher in a way of living, in which people would not hurt or destroy on all God’s holy mountain, and when the earth would be full of the knowledge of the Lord.    


God’s promise as revealed by the prophet Isaiah is of a peaceable kingdom.  A world in which the mighty and the meek will be as one; a world in which enmity and animosity will fall away and be forgotten.  A world in which there will be no 1%.  A world in which all people will be free.  A world in which economic and social justice will reign.  A world in which love of neighbor will be the rule and not the aspiration.  A world in which oppression and fear will be no more.  A world in which human need will be met with loving compassion and with kindness.  A world in which the purity and love of a little child could lead us.  


O come, O come, Emmanuel.  We’re not there yet.  O come.  O please.  We need you.


We need you.


The Advent carol O Come, O Come Emmanuel reveals that need, that longing…that hope for all that is to come, the hope that is ours when we remember and live into the promise made by our loving God.  Emmanuel is coming.  Hope is being born anew into the world.


This well-known and well-loved carol is the oldest carol of the Christmas season that is still sung today.  It finds its roots in the tradition liturgy of the Christian Church – it dates back to the ninth century when it was written by an unknown monk or priest who first wrote the words of the Great O Antiphons of Advent.
  These antiphons are still used today during the Catholic Church’s Liturgy of the Hours.  Each evening, during evening prayer, or vespers, the great prayer of Mary, known as the Magnificat, is included.  Each evening, the Magnificat is preceded by a short verse, an antiphon, which links the prayer to the feast of the day or the special season of the year.  In the final seven days of Advent, December 17th until the 24th, these antiphons are very special.  Each one begins with the exclamation “O,” and each one concludes with a plea for the Messiah to come.  This cry becomes increasingly urgent as Christmas draws more and more near.
  Each of the O Antiphons highlights a different title for the Messiah: O Sapientia (O Wisdom), O Adonai (O Lord), O Radix Jesse (O Root of Jesse, O Clavis David (O Key of David), O Oriens (O Rising Sun), O Rex Gentium (O King of the Nations), and O Emmanuel.
  The O Antiphons in Latin are also a clever acrostic (which is a poem or saying in which the first letter of each phrase can be used to make a word or phrase as well) – when the first letters of each plea are arranged from last to first – Emmanuel, Rex, Oriens, Clavis, Radix, Adonai, Sapientia – they spell the Latin words ero cras, which means “Tomorrow I will be there.”


In the Middle Ages, when the great O Antiphons were first written and used, the people would have known that kind of longing.  The majority of people lived in poverty, often not even owning their own land – they were feudal serfs, working the land of others.  There was hunger, there was darkness, there were plagues…hardly anyone was able to read or had direct access to the Bible – the priests and the monks were the keepers of that wisdom and knowledge.  And yet…the O Antiphons of Advent tell the story of the prophecy about and the coming of the Messiah.  They reveal the full story of the promise of the coming of the Christ Child…they are a condensed Bible study of who the Messiah is, what the Messiah represents, why the Messiah would come to earth.
  

God’s promise as revealed in the great O Antiphons of Advent is the promise of the coming Wisdom from the mouth of the Most High.  A promise of a leader to save us all with love.  A promise of deliverance from the oppressive kingdoms and regimes of this world.  A promise to lead the captives to freedom, and to bring light to all those in dwelling in the darkness.  A promise of enlightenment.  A promise of a world full of love.  


O come, O come, Emmanuel.  We’re not there yet.  O come.  O please.  We need you.


We need you.


Enter John Mason Neale, an Anglican priest who, in the nineteenth century, stumbled across the Latin chant O Come, O Come Emmanuel and set about translating it into English.
  Neale’s translation was eventually set to the tune Veni Emmanuel, which is a fifteenth century processional used by community of French Franciscan nuns living in Lisbon, Portugal.  In the early 20th century, Rev. Henry Sloane Coffin also worked on translations of the Latin text, and these, taken together with some of Neale’s verses, have become the standard text of the carol we sang together this morning.  


O come, O come, Emmanuel.  We’re not there yet.  O come.  O please.  We need you.


We need you…we need your loving Wisdom from on high…we need you to cause us in your ways to go…we need you…but is there a way in which you also need us?  Is the promise proclaimed by Isaiah, the promise in which we can find courage and take heart, also a call to action for us?  Is there a way in which the story calls us, compels us to bring tidings of comfort and joy to one another?


Hebrew Bible scholar Walter Brueggemann has this to say about the work of the prophet: “The poet/prophet is a voice that shatters settled reality and evokes new possibility in the listening assembly.”
  That, to me, is the shocking revelation of Isaiah’s message.  The voice of the prophet, the voice that proclaims God’s promise, is never going to be the voice that makes things so.  It wasn’t Isaiah’s job, not part of the call he signed up for as a prophet, to bring that peaceable kingdom right here on earth.  No, my friends.  Isaiah left that part for you, and for me.  Isaiah’s job was to shatter the settled realities in which we live, those things we have just come to accept, even though we know they aren’t what God would want for God’s world – acute poverty; lack of decent and affordable housing for all; people huddled outside in the rain and the snow in dumpsters or under building overhangs; people being turned away from food pantries, from shelters…because there is no more food…because there is no room for them to go inside and get warm; people turning away from one another in anger; the divisions between those who hold power and those who do not becoming ever more vast; the divisions between the wealthy and the middle and lower classes becoming more disparate than they have ever been – Isaiah’s job is to shatter those realities into which we have settled so that we cannot accept them for even one more moment.  And then…and then, we act.  


Perhaps the promise of Isaiah is that the Christ Child is being born, anew, every year at Christmas…every year at Christmas we are given the opportunity, once again, to be reminded of the story, to be reminded of our calling, to be reminded of the power that is ours…Jesus has come…that part of the promise has been fulfilled…Jesus has come, and we have been shown the way to live in such a way that could bring the fullness of God’s most loving reign here on earth…and when we recall that story, we recall the power and potential that is ours, now.

O come, O come, Emmanuel.  We’re not there yet.  O come.  O please.  We need you.

The promise of Emmanuel, of God with us, has been fulfilled.  The promise that is ours is ready to be tapped, ready to be unlocked, ready to be opened, now, ready to burst into the world.  The Christ Child can be born into the world again and again and again, in our very lives and actions…in the way that we treat and love and care for one another.  And so we cry out, “O come, O come, Emmanuel.  We need you.”  And again and again and again the answer comes, “Ero cras.”  Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow, I will be there…I am being born into the world – each day – in you.

May it be so.

Amen. 
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