
This is the second of Kate’s three part message on the “Wisdom of Advent.”  Part I
helped us to remember who we are in relation to all of creation.  Part II looks at our part
within the human community.  The readings of the day were Isaiah 11:1-10 and
Matthew 3:1-12.  Have a blessed and wise Advent, All!

Last week, in the first part of a Wisdom of
Advent message, we learned that this season
encourages us to “right-size” ourselves as human
beings in relation to creation.  It urges us to
rediscover our given place in the universe.  Tiny,
yet not insignificant.  Not at all in control, yet
with the capacity to reflect on the cosmos itself
in most remarkable ways.  We can ponder the
mysteries of life and death, evil and goodness,
light and darkness.  We are creatures aware of
time and change.  Aware that while nothing
begins and ends with us, we are alive right now
in the middle of it all, and have the astonishing
ability to be awash in wonder! 

I wonder if any of you took my advice this
week and got up before dawn to open a door and
look up!  This week, at least until Thursday, you
would have seen overcast skies, not the million
stars.  However, there was the wind!  It blew out
candles on my desk as soon as I cracked open the
door.  There was energy in that wind.  I bowed to
it, and closed the door right up.  You do not need
to freeze to get a hint of nature’s power and our
place in it!

So the wisdom of Advent begins to grow
within us as we meet the season with a humility
that recognizes the created order.  Human beings
are only one of thousands of species, and our
particular nature is not to have control over (for
as soon as we try, we break something!), but to
be amazed, and guided by wonder and deep
reflection.  This is the source of every good thing
we have ever done on this earth and of the hope
that lit last week’s candle.

Today’s scripture invites us deeper into
Advent wisdom, beginning with the formidable
prophet Isaiah.  “A shoot shall come out from
the stump of Jesse, and a branch shall grow out
of the roots.  The spirit of the Lord shall rest on
[that one], the spirit of wisdom and
understanding, the spirit of counsel and might,
the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord. 
His delight shall be in the fear of the Lord.”  

Fear of the Lord – is not about being scared
or frightened.  To fear in this way is to
acknowledge who we are and how we got here. 
There are no self-made men or women.  To have
this kind of fear is to respect our abilities and our
boundaries.  It is to accept our very being as gift
– a gift that frees us from compulsion to control
and to be perfect – for only God is perfect.  To
fear the Lord, is to allow God to be God, and you
to be you.  What a relief!  The one whose delight
is in this fear, this respect, this acceptance,
knows who they are, and that knowledge is their
strength.

This perspective gives the power, as Isaiah
goes on, to judge not by what our eyes see or our
ears hear, but with righteousness.  Righteousness
comes from acting from a place of right
relationship.  “With righteousness, this one
shall judge the poor and decide with equity for
the meek of the earth.”  If “fear of the Lord” is
acceptance of who we are in relationship to God,
it acknowledged relationship with all and every
thing.  There is no other on this earth, only
brothers and sisters.  To be poor, to be rich, bears
no consequence to how we are seen or how we
are treated by the one who “fears the Lord.”  Or,
using the language I am more comfortable with,
by the one who is in right relationship with
God and with all being.   

So much misery and suffering in the
world has come about because we people have
refused to stay in right relationship with the
Creator, with the earth, and with one another. 
We are not happy to be simply ourselves.  We
want to be more.  You rarely hear the word
humility in anyone’s vocabulary anymore, as we
talked about in Book Study this week.  It has
somehow become a synonym for weakness in
our culture.  But actually there is great strength
in being “humble” which means being authentic
to who and what we truly are.  Not denying our
weaknesses or our gifts.  Being humble, we are
in right relationship with the world.



Now humble is not a word that most
would use to describe John the Baptist, except
perhaps in his choice of wardrobe and diet.  He
comes on to the scene like a whirlwind of energy
and emotion.  “Repent!  The kindom of heaven
has come near!”  But just because you are loud
and make others uncomfortable does not mean
you are not humble.  For John is totally in sync
with who he is as one who is in service to God
and humankind.  Such is the way of the prophet
who has felt the hand of the Spirit upon him or
her and cannot deny their critical and somewhat
disturbing calling.  Throughout the centuries,
humanity has often experienced their era’s
prophets as harsh.

When the Pharisees and Sadducees come
to him, John is not nice.  But attend to what he
says to them.  “Do not presume to say to
yourselves ‘We have Abraham as our ancestor,’
for I tell you, God is able from these stones to
raise up children to Abraham.”  He gets right to
the point.  “Stop raising yourself above others! 
You think you are better than everyone else
because you have a certain ancestry.  Well I tell
you, you are on level ground with the stones in
the desert!”  They need to get back into right
relationship, embrace their humanity, and find
their humility.  In other words, they need to
repent – resume their place in the chain of being. 
As he speaks to them, John acknowledges his
proper place.  “There is someone more
powerful” who is coming after me.  John’s work
is not to save the people, but prepare them for
salvation.  He knows who he is.  And thanks to
him many begin to claim their flawed and
vulnerable humanity.  Only then are they ready
for the baptism of fire and Spirit!

The wisdom of the first Sunday of
Advent moved us to reflect on our place in the
universe as both miniscule and miraculous,
hardly a speck on a speck of a planet, but with
the capacity to marvel at it all.  Think about
that…we are almost nothing and everything at
the same time.  Today’s wisdom reflects more
about who we are and who we are not within
community, with our sister and brother human
beings.  No, I did not know exactly what Jacob
Marley was going to say this morning when he
showed up for the young people’s message, but I
remembered the story.  The story of Jacob is

really a wisdom parable about how we are meant
to live – with humankind as our business, not to
manipulate and control, but to serve, care for,
and love.  

Should this wisdom take deep root in
every heart, there would be no more war.  There
would be no more children dying in government
custody, no more families stagnating in refugee
camps around the world.  There would be no
more mass shootings with AR15’s because our
relationship to our things would never take
precedence over the fragile lives of our children. 
Our “rights” will not be about our freedom to do
whatever we want, but our righteousness will
insure the benefit of others and the vitality of all
life on earth.

Last week, I ended with the advice to
look up!  Look up at the stars to find both your
place and your wonder.  Today, I ask you to look
around!  First, at all the precious lives right
here.  Then at the crowded streets of Belfast and
beyond, then beyond that!  The Wisdom of
Advent teaches that our responsibility to the
living does not stop at ourselves.  Does not stop
at our families.  Our immediate family may be
our launching point into the world, but it is not
the sum-total of our human concern and
obligation.  

So…look around.  Listen.  It is my
humble opinion that we have the power and the
responsibility to touch many lives.  And so many
lives are longing to be touched.  Amen.
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