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Anticipating

A voice cries out: “In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God.”

Now this sounds like Advent! 

As I mentioned earlier, this year we are journeying together through Advent with a special focus on the suggested lectionary readings for each week. These four weeks, both on Sunday mornings and then again on Wednesday evenings at our Advent dinners, we are looking at the suggested Advent texts as they lead us from longing for, to anticipating, to recognizing and finally to receiving God’s gift among us, with the hope that as we journey with our Biblical forefathers and mothers through their yearning, and hoping, and receiving we will recognize and embrace God at work in our waiting times as well. 

Last week we began with longing. We heard the Jewish people cry, through the words of the prophet, Isaiah, “O that you would tear open the heavens and come down” and we talked about how longing, that sense of desire, of wanting something, of wanting change, is the first step in most all of our journeys. That it is out of our longing, our passionate desire for change, that our hope and our vision for the future takes form. On Wednesday evening, under Charlie May’s leadership we had a chance to dig deeper into how our longings affect our living.

Longing however, is often a painful place, for when we are longing we are fully in the ‘not yet’. We see what is wrong, what is unjust, what we want to change, but the resolution, the reconciliation, the peace, seems so far away that all we can do is imagine it must be out there somewhere, and even that imagining can be illusive at times. 

But it was this imagining, the wrenching conversations with God in which we express our longing, that was the power of last week’s texts. In the midst of exile and total destruction of the land, the temple, and all that the people held dear, they still called out to God. Longing itself is conversation, communion, relationship. It is from the articulation, the expression of our longing that our vision and our faith for the future come to be. As the author of our Wednesday night study, Dr. Patricia Tull put it, “If we do not notice and do not care, little will happen.” Longing is an important dimension of our Advent waiting.

Today however, with our texts for this morning we make that subtle but powerful shift from longing to anticipation. That Advent feeling we know so well. Anticipation, expectant excitement for what is to come is a feeling that, when we are there, when we are in that space, permeates every dimension of our living. Think children counting down to Christmas morning.
What was out there somewhere, a possibility, has now come near, so near in fact that we can not help but give ourselves to preparing for its coming. Anticipation is that shift from thinking that something could happen, to believing, knowing with your heart, that it will. And acting on that belief. One author I read called this active waiting. I think anticipation is hope with legs, and arms and hands. This is the heart of Advent.

We hear it clearly in the passage from Isaiah we read this morning. Most scholars believe this passage was written not long after the text we read last week. It is not clear what brought about the shift from longing to hopeful anticipation for the people of Isaiah’s day. It is thought that there was a change in the political leadership of the region such that the Jewish people living in exile felt that restoration was finally close at hand.  

The author of Isaiah here in poetic form simultaneously lifts up and rejoices in that hopeful feeling, “Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God.” and also reminds the people that theirs is a hope that has arms and legs and hearts and hands; active waiting. Anticipation means action.  “In the wideness prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God. Every valley shall be lifted up, and every mountain and hill be made low; the uneven ground shall be come level, and the rough places a plain. Then the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all people shall see it together.” Active waiting.

Tull, in her writing about this passage in our Wednesday evening curriculum says that when the exiles returned to their land they faced a multitude of difficulties, “unprotected ruin, organizational conflicts, property disputes, theological differences, and dangers to life itself through food scarcity, exposure, and disease. Yet, Jerusalem survived and eventually prospered. Its temple was rebuilt, its theology reestablished.”

 She continues, “Such creation could not happen all at once, but one backbreaking building stone at a time, one strenuously plowed row at a time, one governmental debate at a time, one painful childbirth after another. To follow God’s path is not necessarily to leap and bound over the heights, but to put one courageous, faltering step in front of another, time after time after time. Certainty about what the future holds is never possible. But anticipation is. In fact, it is impossible to build the future without it. Envisioning what we hope for, and expecting to see it sooner or later, perhaps over the next rise, or perhaps the one after it, anticipating that God’s word does indeed stand forever, leads us along a path toward a future of greater confidence, no matter what circumstances we must traverse to get there.”[footnoteRef:-1]  [-1:  Tull, Patricia, From Longing to Receiving: An Advent Study, 2, pg. 4.] 


In a sense, anticipation, active waiting, is a statement of faith. When we live in anticipation of God’s coming among us, now, here, today, and in the future, our whole life is an affirmation of our belief that God’s Word does indeed stand forever. 

In the passage Gabby read for us this morning from the gospel of Mark we meet probably the most familiar representative of Advent anticipation: hope with arms, legs and a powerful voice, John the Baptist. The gospel writer combines the words we read from Isaiah with some of the prophecy of Malachi to introduce John, “See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way; the voice of one crying out in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.’” (Mark 1:2-3) John preached active waiting, anticipation in all its dimensions as he proclaiming the imminent coming of Jesus Christ.

Our faithful anticipation, ‘preparing the way’, ‘making straight the path’, removing the obstacles, both inside and out, to God’s coming to save is the focus of the Advent season. This is the time we most acutely recall and live in that state of active waiting that is our way of life as Christians everyday. We are an already and not yet people. We know that God has come, does come to save in the person of Jesus Christ. And yet we know that God is still coming and will come. That the peace and reconciliation anticipated in Isaiah we must still anticipate today.  

Anticipation is living faithfully. It is hope with arms and legs, heart and mind.
 
How are you living in anticipation today? How are you actively waiting this Advent season?
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