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One of the things that distressed me when I was teaching preaching at a seminary was the apparent inability of some students to find an image in a biblical passage.  They would suggest “truth,” or “sorrow”; and I would have to explain that those were abstractions, whereas an image conjures a mental picture.  Inevitably, at this point, I would send them to the Mass readings for Advent, because more than almost any other time in our liturgical year, the Advent readings invite us to use our imagination.  In the Mass readings of this past week alone, we have had the prophet Isaiah summoning up in our mind’s eye a shoot sprouting from the stump of Jesse, and a baby playing safely in a cobra’s den, a God wiping way human tears, deaf people made able to  hear and blind people made able to see.


Today’s reading from the prophet Baruch gives us the city of Jerusalem personified as a mourning mother who has been forced to stand by helpless as her children were kidnapped and carried off to slavery.  I couldn’t help thinking of the play, “Rabbit Holes,” which I saw this week at Theatre Arden up the street.  The play is powerfully written and acted, but very painful to watch, as it deals with a husband and wife trying, along with other members of their extended family, to pull their lives together and move forward after the tragic death of their four-year old son in a car accident.  The play does an excellent job of depicting their complex emotions – grief, anger, enduring love, and an aching sense of emptiness that can never be filled.


Yet in some ways, as awful as this couple’s situation is, they have an easier time than the mother Baruch imagines as the city of Jerusalem.  She now goes through the motions of living, cut off from all further contact with the children whom she has birthed and nurtured, having no way of knowing where they are, how they are treated, or even whether they are dead or alive.  She has no reason to expect ever to see them again, but she is denied even the closure of grieving, and is forced to struggle to cling to a shred of hope.

Into the life of this sorrowing mother, Jerusalem, bursts the prophet Baruch.  Speaking on God’s behalf, he tells her to strip off her mourning clothes and to cease her endless grieving.  She who has struggled to maintain the tiniest of hopes, is now to clothe herself in the shining “splendor of glory from God forever.”  She is to wrap herself in “the cloak of justice from God” and to bear on her head “the mitre that displays the glory of the eternal name.”  She who has long been an object of pity is now to be paraded by God before “all the earth” in her regal splendor; the one who was believed to be cursed will now be seen as the highly favored one.  


The cause of her newfound joy?  Her stolen children are to be “gathered from the east and the west at the word of the Holy One.”  They are to come back to her “rejoicing that they are remembered by God.”  Like their rejoicing mother, they have experienced a change in fortunes: “Led away on foot by their enemies they left you: but God will bring them back to you borne aloft in glory as on royal thrones.”  The psalm that we sang is, in a very real sense, the triumphant song of the returning offspring.  “We were like people dreaming… our mouths were filled with laughter and our tongues with rejoicing…  Although we went forth weeping, we come back rejoicing…”


Luke gives us an equally powerful image in the spare Gospel account of John the Baptist which we heard this morning.  This Gospel gave us nothing about John’s cloak of wild camel hair or his strange diet of locusts.  Rather, by providing a detailed list of both secular and religious rulers who were in power when God called John, Luke situates the Baptist as a very real person in a very particular, critical time and place.  John completes the era of Old Testament prophecy while ushering in the Good News of Jesus’ coming, a time when “all people [and not just the Jews] shall see the salvation of our God.”  Luke’s image for the Baptist’s role is that of herald and way-maker.

Again, my mind turned to literature – this time to Ken Follett’s novel, “World Without End,” which I am currently reading.  In the book, when Earl Roland and his entourage are preparing to enter the cathedral town of Kingsbridge, he summons a faithful knight, Sir Stephen, and his squire, Ralph, and instructs them: “Ride ahead and clear the bridge.”  Follett goes on to recount that the two men, following the Earl’s orders, “urged their horses into the crowd.  Ralph raised his voice.  ‘Clear the way!’ he shouted at the top of his lungs.  ‘Make way for the earl!’  Stephen did the same.”  


Curious, isn’t it?  I have witnessed this scene in many historical movies, and I have often read the application of Isaiah’s prophecy to John the Baptist; but never until this time did I catch the image.  John the Baptist is fulfilling the role of royal herald for Jesus – crying out, in effect, “Make way for Christ the King!”  And a little research unearthed another interesting detail: in the  time of John the Baptist and Jesus, Babylonian emperors would also dispatch advance road work crews to level out bumps and fill in potholes, thereby insuring smooth passage for the imperial chariots.  Hence, John’s appropriation of Isaiah’s words about making then crooked straight and the rough places plain.  

Now the really fascinating thing is how the two great images of today’s Scriptures – the grieving mother surprised by joy when her children are restored to her, and the herald and advance man who announces and prepares the way for the coming King – are actually brought together toward the end of the Baruch reading.  But notice some key twists.  At the end of the Baruch passage, it is God’s own Self who becomes the herald and the way-maker and torch-bearer – and it is the rescued children (us!) who become the royalty entering the kingdom in triumph!  I quote: “God will bring them back to you borne aloft in glory as on royal thrones.  For God has commanded that every lofty mountain be made low, and that the age-old depths and gorges be filled to level ground, that Israel may advance secure in the glory of God…  God is leading Israel in joy by the light of his glory.”

What has all this to do with us, here at Old St. Joseph’s in December of 2009?  As George Bernard Shaw wrote: “Some [people] see things as they are and ask why; I dream things that never were and ask why not.”  Sisters and brothers, I believe that Advent, with its rich scriptural images, invites us to do that kind of dreaming.  In each of us there is a grieving mother who feels, at times, that we have had our innocence stolen from us… that we will never see our optimism and our youthful dreams again…  Also, in each of us, is a frightened child who feels lost and abandoned, enslaved by addiction and sin, overwhelmed by a world that can feel too big for us to change…


Baruch’s challenge to our inner grieving parent and our inner captive child today is that we dare to trust in the promise of our faithful God – a God who, in the words of Ignatius Loyola, “labors for us.”  Having done it before, God will again make himself our servant, clearing the path to salvation for us as if we were royalty, leading us home, easing our way, keeping us safe and secure.  This God will restore to us our hopes, our imaginings, our aspirations.  He has done it, and is doing it, and will bring it to completion through the coming of his Son, Emmanuel, “God-with-us.”

And Luke’s challenge to us this evening/morning is that, having tasted God’s generous goodness and faithfulness to us, we should gratefully emulate John the Baptist and respond as he did.  What God has done for us, we are called to do for others.  We are to become heralds and way-makers and light-bearers – announcing the Good News of God’s faithful love at work in the everyday events of human history.  We must prepare the way by sharing our faith that God has come to his human children before; that God will continue to draw near in love and service, despite our unworthiness; and that God will come again with justice and mercy to lead us safely into the Promised Land of eternal bliss, if only we will trust and follow him.  


So let us pray for and with one another this Advent, especially here at the Lord’s table where he comes to us faithfully in Word, in Sacrament, and in one another – where he comes to feed and transform us so that we, in our turn, can go out and transform the world.  The 20th-century American inspirational writer, William Arthur Ward, wrote: “If you can imagine it, you can achieve it; if you can dream it, you can become it.”  During these Advent weeks, inspired by the rich imagery of the Scripture readings, may we emulate the grieving mother, Jerusalem, and dare to dream our way into joy and hope.  And like John the Baptist, may we invite others to dream with us, so that “all nations” might labor together toward the imaginable and promised kingdom of God’s justice, peace, and love.
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