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Preparing a Space

In the name of God the Creator of all love, God the beloved, and God the eternal spirit of love. 

AMEN

I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, “Make straight the way of the Lord”- or in the words of Isaiah repeated in Matthew, prepare the way of the Lord... How do we prepare the way of the Lord; how do we literally prepare a space in our communities, in our lives, in our hearts and in our homes, in our very souls for the coming of God incarnate?  How can we prepare a space in ourselves, much less prepare for God in the face of problems and despair that face our community, our nation and our world.  It sometimes feels as though we’re literally crying out in a wilderness of greed, despair, confusion, darkness and oppression when we try to prepare the way.  We are not unlike the citizens of Palestine at the time of Jesus’ birth or the Jews at the time of Isaiah.  Cynthia Jarvis writes, The prophet [Isaiah]had been anointed and sent to a nation divided, where leaders played to privilege, justice was for sale, and iniquity persisted…Alongside the backdrop of war, injustice, poverty, and greed, the word of the prophet taunts a nation that has grown rich in things but poor in soul.

The Prophet Isaiah exhorts us to bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted and to proclaim liberty to the captives, and release to the prisoners; to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor!  This is a tall order – an order from God to change our very system for one of equality and justice!  How are we to begin to find a way to accomplish this on this third Sunday of Advent, the Sunday to lay aside our cares and find joy?

Several weeks ago, on my Wednesday at St. Paul’s, Sarah Gallagher let me know that a man named Isaac was asking to see the deacon.  I sat with him in my office.  He was a young African American man dressed only in thin sweat pants and a t-shirt.  He nervously told me he had just come from the courthouse because his case had been dismissed.  He showed me the court papers.  He also had a wrinkled yellow page taken from a legal pad.  Written on it were places he could ask for housing as well as the address of the Northwestern Correctional Center in Swanton.  He had been brought from there to the courthouse.  It was good news that his case was dismissed, but good news quickly darkened by his having nowhere to go, no money, and no food.  His personal belongings were still at the prison in Franklin County and he had no way to get there.  All he had was a torn piece of yellow paper. I don’t know what Isaac did to get himself into this situation, but I do know that our culture has failed him and many like him in our inability to provide help in his transition.  

I told this story at the recent National Gathering of Clergy held in New Orleans by PICO, the parent organization of Vermont Interfaith Action (VIA).  Over 550 clergy were there: Christians of every denomination - from charismatic and evangelical to Unitarian Universalists - Jews, and Muslims.  Probably 2/3 of the people there were African American and Latino.  The atmosphere was powerful and electric with spiritual passion for justice.  We looked at issues of income disparity, lack of help from financial institutions for poor people and people of color, as well as the mass incarceration of young men of color.  I remember asking, “Will our community continue to sacrifice our Isaacs on the altar of greed.”  

At the gathering we heard from many dynamic preachers and speakers including Michelle Alexander who recently published a book, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Color Blindness.  I learned from her that the US now has the highest rate of incarceration in the world and that no other county in the world imprisons so many of its racial and ethnic minorities.  In most cities more than 50% of young African American men are under the control of the Department of Corrections with as many as 80% of young black men having criminal records, largely because of the legacy of the war on drugs.  As a result they live their lives as released felons without basic rights: voting, ability to use social supports like food stamps, inability to be employed, excluded from public housing programs, and so on.  In short, we are creating a permanent under caste, in Michelle Alexander’s words, a “new Jim Crow.”

Dark, darkness, darker than dark, despair in this dark time – in this month of dim light when we wait together in the shadows, seemingly separate from and cut off from our God.  What are we waiting for; what are we to do?  I turn to Jan Richardson’ wonderful book of Advent meditations and poems, Night Visions.  She writes:
The season of Advent means there is something on the horizon the likes of which we have never seen before.  It is not possible to keep it from coming because it will.  That’s just how Advent works. [Prepare the way; make a space]…In these Advent days of darkness and waiting, it may indeed seem that God’s face is hidden from our sight.  But the sacred presence is there, breathing in the shadows.  This is when we learn to trust senses other than sight and to seek the face of God beneath our fingertips. [Stay awake; look around; make a space]

Can we stay awake to the sorrow and injustice around us and still rest our wounded souls enough to find our way forward?  It is clear to me that staying awake is not simply the opposite of falling asleep, but it is the act of keeping our senses open to all that is around us, especially the small, tiny or seemingly insignificant things – the God seeds.  To do this we need to prepare a space for the God-seeds to appear inside our selves, in our homes, here at St. Paul’s, in our community and in our world.  One of the ways to prepare a space for the coming of hope itself is to recognize our longing for God and our sense of loneliness or sadness when we feel cut off from the presence of God when we let the injustice of the world seep in.  In today’s Psalm we heard: Restore our fortunes, O LORD, like the watercourses of the Negev.  Those who sowed with tears will reap with songs of joy. Those who go out weeping, carrying the seed, will come again with joy, shouldering their sheaves.  In our tears we are always looking for the comfort and renewal of the living water of the Holy Spirit.
What is this pairing of joy with tears and weeping about?  Why must we weep before we are healed?  One way of preparing a space for the coming of God on earth is to recognize our own sense of pain and loss during difficult times or community or world conditions or events.  By not closing our eyes to this reality, we open our selves to our longing and need for the healing love of God.  As observant Christians, we are blessed with the rhythm of the church year.  More secular – or less observant – Christians generally focus only on Christmas and Easter days without the advent pieces – without the discipline of preparation that comes before the joy of these two events.  Advent and Lent share a common theme of waiting, preparation, and staying awake.  In Advent, we wait and prepare for the coming of hope in the birth of Christ.  In Lent we wait and prepare for the death of hope in the crucifixion and the rebirth of hope in the resurrection.  But in both we wait in solitude and sometimes in darkness for change.  These times of waiting, preparing, and grieving are poignant means of preparing the way of the Lord.  We prepare and open a space in our lives and souls for the coming of our God.  We thirst for God even as we grieve our desolation, confusion and aloneness and the desolation and injustice of the world around us.  Psalm 42, one of my favorites reads: 

As a deer longs for flowing streams, so my soul longs for you, O God. 
2My soul thirsts for God, for the living God.
When shall I come and behold the face of God? 
3My tears have been my food day and night,
while people say to me continually, ‘Where is your God?’
Where is our God as we expectantly wait here in Advent?  How do we prepare a place as our souls long for the coming of God?   One answer is that the face of God is all around us as we wait.  We need to develop the discipline of staying awake and opening our eyes to the myriad ways that God is manifested among us – especially in difficult times or in times of waiting.  God is here, now! God is among all of us.  God is in this sacred church building, God is in your love for each other; God is in the laughter, irreverence, honesty, and compassion of Calvary’s children; God is in the scared meal we share during Eucharist; and God is also in the food we share after the service.  I know this for sure and so will you whenever you open your eyes and look around.  God is in every breath we take and every word we say.   I think this is what Paul means when he writes: Pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstance, for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.  Do not quench the Spirit…but test everything…May the God of peace…sanctify you entirely.  

· Give some solutions

· James Baldwin?

· Systemic change

· Hope

· Jan Richardson poem ? p. 49
If we pray without ceasing – we comprehend the Spirit all around us and give thanks for God in all things great and small that surround us.  For me “test everything” means that we are to remain alert – wondering at everything in creation.  In our wonder we have the amazing opportunity to prayerfully examine everything around us, and to turn every image and sensory experience around in our hands and minds.  In this God-filled act of wondering we will surely see and experience the God-seed and then can make our lives a chorus of thanks and be truly sanctified.  We are sanctified when we feel the presence God all around us and when we internalize the God-seed.

There is a moment in three out of four of the versions of the Eucharistic prayer where we are all – in Paul’s words – “sanctified entirely.”  Father Harrison consecrates the bread and wine and then we recognize that we, as a faith community, are all sanctified as well.  In Eucharistic Prayer A, for example, the priest says: Sanctify us also that we may faithfully receive this holy Sacrament… As a matter of personal devotion, I like to make the sign of the cross at this powerful moment to signify that – not only am I sanctified – but we are all sanctified together at the very idea of seeing, smelling, tasting, and internalizing the “the holy food and drink of new and unending life in” God who is all around us as we prepare to consume the sacramental elements – the body and blood of Christ.  Being awake and keeping our eyes open at this moment is a way we all prepare the way of the Lord by opening a space in our bodies and souls for God’s incarnation – for the planting, growth, and nurturing of the God-seed in each of us.
When I first came to you in July I had to prepare a place for all of you in my heart so that I could understand at a deep level that you are all part of the advent of God for me here.  Not only have I made a place for you in my heart and soul, but I will also carry all of you with me wherever I go.  This month is also, for me, the advent of my ordination, and I know – in the words of Jan Richardson - “there is something on the horizon (for me) the likes of which I have never seen before.”  It will come whether I feel completely ready to finish my time here or not.  I also know it will come more completely - and I will see and feel it better - if I allow myself to weep at the idea of leaving this wonderful and vibrant faith community, even as I prepare for the excitement of the unknown that is to come.  One of the most helpful messages I’ve gotten about my own ordination advent-time of waiting came in an email from Father Harrison.  I was starting to feel my own anxiety and confusion related to the coming of ordination and the details surrounding it.  He wrote, “Lay any anxiety in the days ahead at the feet of the One who called and led you where you are going…God is very near you now.”  I want all of us to remember these powerful words, “God is very near you now!”  This is the essence of the birth of the God-seed that is so near as we watch and wait in breathless Advent anticipation.

As I prepare to leave Calvary and move forward, I hope that I can truly, “go out weeping carrying the seed.”  I will know for sure that the seed, tiny as it is, is God, and that the seed is your love for each other and for me and the reality of the incarnate presence of God that I have felt so strongly in this faith community.  The “small church” experience I was urged to have has turned out to be a very large experience in my advent process.  I will continue to make a place in my soul garden to hallow this experience at Calvary and to grow as a result of it.  I will remember both the big and little things in this sacred building.  I love many things about Calvary, but I especially love these two windows.  First we are reminded by the words, “In joyful thanksgiving for the lives of my loved ones,” that we are a sacred faith community that extends backward through the lives of those who came before, is rooted here – incarnate - with us now, and will extend into the future in the lives and works of those yet to come.  The windows depict the human presence of our beloved savior – the fruition of the God-seed.  The words on the window closest to the pulpit make a promise related to the healing and joy that comes from laying our burdens at the feet of Jesus – just as Harrison in his email suggested I do.  These windows remind us that we can bring our tears here, weep and leave refreshed.  The top of the window says, “Come to me all who are heavy laden and I will refresh you.”  And below, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you.”  What wonderful words to have with us here at Calvary all the time. Every Sunday – just by looking at the windows for a moment – we are reminded of God with us.  We come in weeping and longing, thirsting for the Living God.  Then we are reminded – with just a glance in our advent watch - that we carry the God-seed with us all the time.  Then we come to our joy and we find that God never left us.  

I know that wherever I am I will carry the God-seed of Calvary with me.  I will prepare the way, and make a place in my soul garden for all of you, and I will make space in this garden for the perennial hope that lives here at Calvary.  And I will remember Isaiah’s promise, “For as the earth brings forth its shoots, and as a garden causes what is sown in it to spring up, so the Lord GOD will cause righteousness and praise to spring up before all the nations.”

AMEN

Authorized Version - (As the hart panteth after the water brooks, so panteth my soul after thee, O God.
2My soul thirsteth for God, for the living God: when shall I come and appear before God?
3My tears have been my meat day and night, while they continually say unto me, Where is thy God?)

� Jarvis, Cynthia, Feasting on the Word: Year B, Volume 4, p. 52.
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