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This time of year, nature provides an apt analogy for Christians living in a commercialized culture.  In mid-November, the salmon begin swim upstream.  A few weeks later, Advent calls Christians to swim upstream.  The stream, of course, is the flood of images, sights, smells, advertisements, parties, exceptions, demands and anxieties that go with this time of year. The news reports the results of sales like it reports sports scores leaving us with the impression that if our economy is going to “win” we must all do our part—spend, spend, spend (rack ‘em up, sack ‘em up, spend, spend, spend.  Goooo economy!).  Sweets become ubiquitous in fact tonight after the hanging of the green service, we as a church will contribute to the cultures calorie indulgence and collective sugar rush.  For many, parties a weekly if not daily occurrence this time of year.  

American culture is not alone in demonstrating exuberance and over-indulgence in and around the Winter Solstice.  Nearly every culture has some sort festival this time of year.  In Ancient Rome it was the celebration of Saturnalia with its festive gift giving, generosity to the slave and servants.  In the Germanic tribes of the North it involved Yuletide festivals.  Even further North, Celtic tribes also celebrated the season trying to stave off the darkness with fires, candles and light.  During December the last of the Autumn harvest would come in, the first ales and beers of the season would be freshly fermented, and the herds of cattle or sheep would be thinned out so that the whole herd could survive the winter—food, meat, alcohol and darkness: sounds like a party to me.  And that’s what people have done not just for centuries but for millennia.  If a Christian is going to set time aside for devotional time during Advent or is going to demonstrate moderation, then that Christian must swim up the streams of culture and history.

It would be helpful if we had established spiritual practices that helped discipline the indulgence of the season.  In the Eastern Church, the day of Epiphany—January 6-- was a day of Baptism and so there was a season of fasting that preceded Epiphany.  Inspired by that different religious leaders tried to make Advent is a time of penitence—that means self-examination and repentance.  Pope Gregory the Great at the end of the 6th Century early seventh century established Ember days and the sour Sunday Advent.  The quiet and contemplative Ember days were meant to sober the season.  Advent originally was meant to serve the same function in preparation for Christmas that Lent serves for Easter.  The difference, of course, is that our culture doesn’t go on a spending spread and over-indulgence binge during Lent.  It does during Advent. Even within the church, we have had some debate about the appropriate way to observe Advent.  To be sure there are purists who believe that you can avoid all Christmas carols until December 25, read from the prophets, and appropriately abstain from negativity.  Such purists will insists that this is the way Advent was meant to be done.  Only we really can’t find too much to suggest that in the whole history of Christianity a community of Christians ever really did Advent the way it was meant to be done.  Advent asks Christians to swim upstream even against their own tendencies and traditions.  

Our reading from Joel isn’t the typical Advent biblical reading.  Generally Advent readings are from Isaiah and talk about the virgina conceiving and bearing a child.  Joel was written in the wake of a terrible invasion of locusts.  The resilient and ubiquitous insects destroyed crops and endangered lives.  Because most of us are not agrarian and we have lived during a time of pesticides and other barriers against the six-legged hordes few, if any, of us can understand the level of destruction they could cause, the loss of life, hunger or the pain that would be unleashed.  But for the people post-exilic Judah to whom Joel was writing, the locust felt like a galloping army that would destroy them.  During times of chaos and anxiety, Joel called the people to return to God, to repent of their sins. Joel reminded them of the ancient song that sang “God is merciful and gracious.”  He reminded them that there was always potential to repent, return to God and be saved.                                          

A people unwilling to acknowledge their sinful nature will constantly find themselves blindsided by problems of their own making.  Frequently the biblical writers, particularly in the Old Testament, interpreted events in human history as judgment from God.  War, famine, disease and exile were thought to be divine punishment against a nation or people who had sinned.  Today we tend to dismiss this notion of an angry God unleashing fury to punish people.  And I for one am not anxious to return to some state of superstition.  Yet, embedded within that Day-of-the-Lord mentality was a sense of their own sinfulness.  It seems to me that Americans in general are unwilling to own being people made up of individuals with unclean lips and a people as a whole of unclean lips.  As a result, we tend to move with an absolute sense of the purity of our motives.  We believe that we are right in what we want and the means we use to pursue it.  Inevitably mistakes are made and we have developed apology as a strategy for dealing with specific mistakes.  Yet, apologizing for mistakes is different than admitting sinfulness.  It means owning "sins" but denying that "sinner" is an unavoidable part of our identity.  So, while human sinfulness is built into everything we do, we collectively ignore it.  We do not factor our own propensity to sin into our endeavors.  That we could have hurt someone, neglected something essential, misused a resource, or otherwise could be the culprits in our own predicaments are ideas that seem lost on us.  

Our failure to confess our sinful nature is born of our sinful nature.  And it is part of our problem.  We are like the stubborn drives who drive around trying to find our way to our destination.  We waste precious time, energy, and gas.  We generate frustration and anxiety.  All because we’re not willing to admit that we are lost and we need direction.  The prophetic writings of scripture cut through the pretension and stubbornness.  They stop and ask directions—God show us what to do, where to God.  And Advent is a time of doing just that—a time of seeking the light.  The prophetic movement out of the darkness and into the light is not the movement from before Christ to after Christ, or the movement from ancient barbarianism to contemporary civility.  It is the movement from self-sufficiency to reliance on God.

When we engage seasons of repentance as seasons of repentance we take time to acknowledge not only our sins but our sinfulness.  When we confess our own sinfulness an initial response is to lament.  The sadness found in advent songs like “Let All Mortal Flesh Keep Silent” and “O Come, O Come Emmanuel” seeks to convey in a musical way the sorrow people feel at their own predicament and their inability to be as good as the want to be.  The longing for Christ expressed in these songs is not just the longing that Christ would come and redeem us from external problems, from locusts, disease, terrorists, or famine.  It is also the longing that Christ would save us from the problems that emerge from within ourselves.  The Apostle Paul expressed it best when he said, “That which I would do, I cannot seem to manage to do.  And the things that I hate are the very things I do.  What a wretched man I am!  Who will rescue me from this body of death?  Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!” (Romans 7:25).  You see we can solve the problems of our “sins” but only God can do anything about our sinfulness.  When we observe advent as a time of repentance we find that the beauty of Advent is not that we can find our way to God but that in the one born in the manger God has found us.  

I am not naïve enough to believe that we can or even should try to observe an Advent that is filled to sack-cloth and ashes.   I’m not going to propose that we spend this season in fasting for myself much less for anyone else.  Yet, we can and should take time during this season for self-examine, personal and corporate confession of sin, repentance and thanksgiving for God’s grace.  The one born in a manger said, “take up your cross and follow me.”  This, of course, should not be a joyless or judgmental activity.  It’s not a great witness to loudly declare that everyone else is doing something wrong.  The true secret to observing advent is living with the knowledge that material possessions, excessive spending, indulgent eating, and glitterized exuberance are not the paths to true happiness.  True happiness is found in an active relationship with Jesus Christ.  If we engage Advent as a way of reorienting ourselves to that relationship, we will indeed be swimming upstream.  But, we may just find that other people see the joy we have and want to swim with us.  

