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Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11; Psalm 126 or 
Canticle 15 or 3; 1 Thessalonians 
5:16-24; John 1:6-8,19-28 

 
 

Most of the time, the folks 
who assemble the 
lectionary - the lists of 
Sunday readings and 
psalm - do a masterful job. 
But sometimes, it’s 
questionable, or at least 
the logic of their selections 
escapes me; but today it’s 
a perfect pairing. 

The Gospel tells us that Jesus’ slightly older cousin, John the Baptist, was 
traveling around the Galilee and Judaean countryside encouraging people 
to repent and be baptized. This was a radical departure from traditional 
Jewish practice, and that - and the fact that he was drawing large crowds of 
people - attracted lots of attention: the rank-and-file Jewish people were 
intrigued, and that meant the entrenched religious authorities were 
anxiously interested, as well. In addition, the people were longing and 
desperately looking for someone to come onto the scene – after all, Jewish 
tradition promised the arrival of a messiah, and surely, a savior was 
needed now more than ever. Life under Roman rule was difficult, unless 
you were a Roman citizen, so the people of Israel and Judea were hoping 
for a messiah to rescue them, to drive out the Roman occupiers, and 
restore the nation to its independence and former power. 

With these high expectations, they questioned John: Are you the Messiah? 
No, he was not. Then, are you one of the great prophets, like Elijah or 
Moses, returned from the dead? No, he was not one of them either. There 
was another one who was coming, he said; one for whom he was only 
preparing the way. We see here a picture of John early in his ministry. And 
we hear how he speaks of Jesus, the one who is to come, to lead the 
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people back to God and into the new promised land, the everlasting 
Kingdom of God. 

The Old Testament lesson also makes this same connection for us. It is the 
same lesson from Isaiah that Jesus will read in the Nazareth synagogue at 
the start of his public ministry. So, in the lessons this morning we have 
John and his ministry, Jesus and his ministry, and the description in Isaiah 
and Thessalonians of the ministry to which we all are called. 

John was baptizing people and calling them to repentance and forgiveness, 
to a new relationship with God. Jesus did so, too, calling his followers to a 
new life in the Spirit. In using the words of Isaiah, Jesus harkens back to 
the ancient and honored Jewish tradition of caring for the marginalized, and 
also sets out the heart of the Christian calling: to care for the poor, the sick, 
the vulnerable, the outcast, the marginalized; to bring release to the 
captives; to proclaim the eternal Kingdom of God. 

Just a few weeks back, on the last Sunday of the church year, we heard 
the parable of the separation of the sheep and the goats from the Gospel of 
Matthew. This parable speaks of those who feed the hungry, clothe the 
naked, visit the sick and those in prison - and those who do not. This is 
exactly in line with what we hear today from both the ancient prophet Isaiah 
- and then, with the words Jesus chose to introduce his public ministry. And 
we hear this same message repeated again and again in Jesus’ words and 
actions: care for the poor and the sick, the widows and the orphans, and 
the strangers and refugees; strive for justice; bring hope to the outcast; and 
release to the captives. 

We are now, of course, in the season of Advent, the first liturgical season of 
the new church year, the season of anticipation, and preparation, and 
waiting. Here in the northern hemisphere, we, as people have done for 
millennia, wait and watch as the days become shorter. As the hours of 
darkness grow longer each day, we - like our ancient ancestors – we still 
await the turning of the seasons and the return of the sun, still look forward 
to the return of the light and warmth. 

In this same season, as Christians, we also wait. We await the birth of the 
Holy Child, the return of God’s only-begotten Son, the Light of the World - 
just as John and the people of Jesus’ time waited for the coming of the 



Messiah. Like our spiritual forebears, our earthly waiting still mirrors and 
reflects our spiritual waiting. 

So, we have this paradox set before us, between waiting and action, for we 
are called to both. Even in this time of quiet, of waiting, of anticipation, the 
world is also waiting for us. Just as John carried out his ministry while he 
waited for Jesus, we must remember that waiting and preparation for the 
future does not exclude action in the present. Often, we think that we must 
either be contemplative, as in this meditative season, or active, busy, 
doing. Yet as Parker Palmer points out in his book, The Active Life, we 
need both. We may naturally be drawn more to one aspect than the other, 
but there is room for both – and we must each make room for both; for 
some of each – contemplation and action - is necessary for a rich and 
balanced life. To quote Socrates: A life unexamined is a life not worth 
living. 

Most of us, when we are honest with ourselves, live pretty unbalanced lives 
in many ways - we work too much; we eat poorly; we don’t exercise as we 
should – or, at the opposite extreme, we are obsessed by it. We allow too 
little time for rest, play, relationships, or prayer; and so on, and so on. And 
this is reinforced by the unbalanced society in which we live that equates 
doing with worth, and busyness with self-worth. There is a certain irony in 
the fact that Advent, this season of drawing apart and waiting, comes at 
such a busy, stressful time for most of us - the holiday season. 

But perhaps, therein, lies the greatest lesson of Advent, and the greatest 
challenge. Winter is the time of year when the natural world slows down. 
The light wanes, the days grow shorter, lakes and streams slow and freeze, 
the mountains retreat into their snowy vastness, animals and plants 
hibernate and wait for spring. We too are invited – indeed, we were created 
- to slow down as well. With the increasing darkness, our bodies want to 
slow down, to rest and rejuvenate, to sleep more. And in the old days, this 
was the time to mend the fishing nets and farm tools, the time for sewing 
and telling stories around the fire, for going to bed early. Life slowed down. 
It was part of the natural cycle. But with all our modern conveniences, we 
pay little heed to the rhythms of nature - and besides, it’s the holiday 
season, and there’s just too much to do! 



So, one side of Advent is to learn how to slow down, how to enter into this 
more measured time of year, to enter into the waiting and the quiet 
contemplation. That’s one of the reasons behind the tradition of not 
decorating the church, and not singing carols until closer to Christmas. It’s 
a way of honoring that quieter, less hectic time, a way of taking a time out, 
if you will - to stop and rest, and breathe, and prepare. 

And yet, there is the other side of Advent. Even amid what is to be a more 
unhurried time, the world still cries out in need, still groans in travail, and 
we are called to respond. The hungry still need food, the naked still need 
clothing, the homeless still need shelter, the sick and imprisoned still need 
our attention, the poor, the downtrodden and the abused still need justice. 
The world still needs and longs to hear the Good News of the Kingdom of 
God. Here is the heart of our call, and, parallel with the slower, more 
meditative side of Advent, this is the other side of Advent and the heart of 
this Christian life in all seasons. After all, we speak of Jesus as Emmanuel, 
as - God with us - wonderful counselor, Prince of Peace. If we believe that, 
if these are more than just fancy words and fanciful titles, we must find a 
way to make them real, to embody them, to incarnate them in and through 
ourselves. 

We may feel worn out by the needs of the world crying out from every 
corner of the globe: poverty, war, famine, genocide, natural disaster, 
homelessness, greed, injustice, imbalance of power and resources. And 
this past year has been particularly devastating, with destructive wildfires 
and floods, hurricanes and mudslides, earthquakes and tsunamis in record 
numbers that have killed many and impacted the lives of many more. The 
COVID death toll in our own country is rapidly approaching the loss of 
300,000 American lives, and thousands more are testing positive and 
quarantining, hospitalized and dying each day. Even with vaccines on the 
horizon, they will arrive too late for thousands as the death toll across the 
world keeps growing. All over the world, including in our own country, more 
children than ever go to bed hungry, unemployment numbers soar higher, 
more people face eviction or the loss of a business, and the homeless 
shiver in their sleep under bridges - or the lucky ones - in tents hidden from 
prying eyes deep in the woods. Domestic violence and abject poverty walk 
the streets of our wealthiest cities, and reservations that more closely 
resemble third world nations than the wealthiest nation in the world, as well 
as in picturesque villages and rural towns, and in the quiet, unassuming 
homes of our own neighbors. 



The extent of the world’s need can lead to a form of paralysis, as we 
despair, and ask: How do we possibly meet these overwhelming needs? 
Where do we even begin? we ask; and a numbing paralysis can quickly set 
in. Since we are not God, we cannot fix everything. But we can do what we 
are called to do by the Spirit; we can do that much. Even small actions can 
help and heal, with great results. And to understand that call of God’s Spirit, 
we need Advent and other times of quiet contemplation where we can go 
deep inside our hearts and hear the whisperings of the Spirit as it calls us 
to our own individual and communal work in the world. Advent serves as a 
reminder of this need to take time out and set aside the usual clamor of our 
lives. 

Just as babies are not born without a period of gestation in the darkness of 
the womb, and just as spring bulbs do not blossom without a waiting period 
in the dark soil, so we cannot bloom and flourish without times of quiet and 
rest. The season of Advent is one of those times, a time of dark and quiet 
and preparation. Take advantage of this gift of time – don’t let all your time 
in the next couple of weeks be totally caught up in the frantic holiday 
craziness. Find some time to reflect on John’s call to repentance - which is 
not just about sin and forgiveness, but about turning around, turning back 
to God. In that process of turning around, if you are willing to listen, you 
may hear more clearly the promptings of God’s Holy Spirit deep in the quiet 
places of your heart, and receive a clearer vision of how you are called to 
live out the words of the prophet Isaiah to bring freedom to the captives, 
sight to the blind, and good news to the poor. 

In the remaining days of this wintry Advent season, may you find that 
essential balance between being and doing, between action and 
contemplation, so that one may inform and nourish, inspire and strengthen 
and sharpen the focus of the other. 

Amen. 


