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I want to try to change something this morning.  I’d like to change how we think about Advent, how we might experience it.

We talk about Advent as both the beginning of the new church year, but mainly as the season of preparation for Christmas.  Last week at adult education we heard about the Advent Conspiracy, a movement that seeks to make Advent a bulwark against the excessive commercialization and consumerism of Christmas,  It is quite compelling, I find myself quite drawn to it and intrigued by it.  

But it still links Advent tightly to Christmas, and that’s what I’d like to change, at least to expand or enlarge a bit.

There’s nothing wrong with this, preparing for Christmas, but it strikes me as very much like preparing to watch the Wizard of Oz, or Casablanca or It’s a Wonderful Life.  These are all great movies, and it’s worth it to open ourselves to the experience of them as fully as possible, but the fact is that the experience of seeing them again remains largely the same, in fact that’s part of what is enjoyable, there is comfort in the familiarity of these stories.  There may be marginal differences each time we see them, but as we settle in to watch we know that Bogie is not going off with Ingrid Bergman, the Wicked Witch is going to melt and Dorothy is going to get back home, and George Bailey will find a reason to live and Clarence will get his wings.

I always tear up at the end of It’s a Wonderful Life, I continue to be moved by it, but there is little that is unexpected about it.  Advent feels a little like that to me, I’m getting ready for what I largely know will be coming.  But there is another way to imagine Advent that feels important and powerful.

In the comic strip Pogo, Albert the alligator would glumly announce “Friday the thirteenth come on a Tuesday this month,” as he prepared to share some tale of woe with his possum friend Pogo.  

I would say that for me one year Advent come in Lent.  

It was 1995, it happened in Taize, France, and it was probably one of the most indelible spiritual experiences I’ve had.  I’d like to talk about it a little bit, with the hope that it will help you get a different sense of what might be possible in Advent.

I had gone to Taize for a week with another college chaplain, leading a group of nine students there for their Spring break.  Taize is an ecumenical Christian community of reconciliation founded after World War II.  It was a pretty typical monastic community until it’s founder realized that the prayers and worship style his community followed was somewhat difficult for those outside the community to participate in, and if they really wanted to be a welcoming and reconciling community they needed to change the way they worshipped, and so they developed a style of worship of simple, repetitive sung prayers and chants.  You don’t even have to be able to read to participate fully.
I had been to Taize once before, also with college students, and so knew what it was like.  I was very much looking forward to the trip and to my time there.  I felt I needed it, I needed the time to pray, to invite God into my life, my heart.  

That spring, the spring of 1995, I was deeply and secretly sad.  

I had been the Episcopal Chaplain at Boston University for eleven years, but that was soon to end.  Several months before this trip I had accepted an invitation from Tom Shaw to join his senior staff, to come here to the Cathedral, and so I would be leaving B.U.  I enjoyed my work; it suited me well, and I had not been looking for another job.  I was willing to leave, but not eager to do so, and both hopeful and anxious about what might lie ahead.  I am not a person who is overly ambitious, eager to climb to the top, wherever that might be, and I wondered that spring if I might not be making a mistake, leaving something I loved to do something I might not love, might not even be any good at.  I could fail.


I brought these misgivings with me to Taize, but I couldn’t really share them with anyone.  At the time diocesan finances and the new bishop’s authority were both unclear, so Tom Shaw didn’t know when I could start, or even if he had the authority to appoint me. It made sense to keep my move secret until all this was settled, so no one but me, my wife and a few close friends knew this was my last semester and I was doing things for the last time.  This preserved normalcy but heightened the poignancy for me.  


As I experienced the sadness, the wistfulness, of leaving something I loved, without being able to name it, I also had another kind of secret, a secret stuckness.


I increasingly felt the shortcomings of my marriage, yet keenly aware of how much of it worked well, particularly for my wife Carol and my son Josh.

My wife and I both had jobs that were fully engaging but allowed us time and energy for Josh; he was a focal point and a connecting place for us both.  He was fourteen, but still enjoyed our company and we enjoyed him, and appreciated each other as parents. We seemed to balance work and home well and we both had a lot of interests, some of which we did together, some separately.  Neither of us was possessive, so we easily gave space and time for the other to do things apart, usually with one of the many friends we each had.

On the surface our lives worked well, but if you could think of marriage as a large house with many rooms, in our mansion there were many closed doors; the rooms off-limits, too emotionally risky to venture in. Most rooms we could enter, so it always seemed better to me to focus on what we had rather than brood about what we didn’t.  

But the closed places beckoned.  I sensed their importance.  I would wonder, Why am I able to talk with virtually all my colleagues at work more naturally and easily than I can talk to my wife?  Why am I able to share difficult emotions with friends but not her?  Whenever I performed a wedding, I often felt inauthentic during the premarital counseling sessions; I yearned for the honest emotional connections I observed but felt blocked from them in my own marriage.  

There was nothing tragic or unendurable about any of this. I wasn’t embittered, I didn’t feel sorry for myself.  It seemed crystal clear to me that the pain and disruption that would be unleashed if our marriage ended was far greater than the present discomfort I was experiencing.  I couldn’t imagine leaving my marriage.  While I yearned for greater intimacy, I didn’t feel as though I couldn’t stand our current relationship, I didn’t feel bitter or cheated.  When I said this to the therapist I was seeing to help me he asked, “That’s certainly true now.  I wonder how you will feel when you’re seventy-five?”

The question staggered me.  If nothing changed, and I lived the next thirty years with no change in my marriage, I could imagine that I might well feel differently.

But I could see no solution.  I felt no real grounds for divorce, plus I understood that it would be devastating to the two people I most loved.  I couldn’t imagine leaving.  At the same time, past attempts to deepen our intimacy, both with and without outside help, had never produced any significant change.  We were who we were, so I couldn’t imagine our marriage being transformed in any significant way to greater emotional depth.

I felt stuck.  I couldn’t imagine leaving, that felt far too selfish but  I still felt that somehow marriage could and should be more than what ours was.

And like my impending move, this was mostly a secret.  

This was my inner state when I arrived at Taize.  Outwardly fine; excited and energized about the trip, eager to be going and happy to be with the students, but inwardly quite different, feeling sad, stuck and anxious about what lay ahead, both personally and professionally.

Getting to Taize was a little harrowing, a long flight and a car trip that included some detours.  We arrived at Taize in time to check in just before dinner, grab a bite and then go over for the evening worship.  

We went over and I settled into the silence before worship.  My prayers were not peaceful, I simply felt anxious, anxious from the trip but also more deeply, anxious with my life.  I tried to share this anxiety with God, but it didn’t really help.  The service began, the soothing, beautiful chants, but I still mostly felt sad and anxious.

The time came for the scripture reading.  In Taize they read very short selections from the Bible, usually one verse, at most two, and then repeat it in several languages.  The effect highlights and emphasizes what you hear, since there is nothing but that one verse.  

The verse that was read that night was from Jeremiah. I had no conscious memory of ever hearing it, or reading it or even seeing it before that night.  It was one sentence.  It was this:

For I know the plans I have for you, says the Lord, plans for welfare and not for evil, to give you a future and a hope.  (Jeremiah 29:11)

At the moment I heard it, I felt it to be true.  I didn’t know what it meant, exactly, but I just knew that what lay ahead for me was not disaster, and that somehow I would come through what I was experiencing to another side.


And it was true.


The years ahead were not easy.  I’ve been stretched and challenged in this job in ways that would not have happened if I’d stayed as a chaplain, but I love it.


Three years after that time at Taize I did decide to separate from my wife.  It was the most difficult and painful period of my life, I did deeply hurt the two people I most loved in the world, but as hard as it was, it felt like the right thing.  Any of you who know me know how happily married I know am, and what a difference that makes for me.  


God beckoned me, that night in 1995, to a future with promise.  God heard my pain, and fear, and feelings of internal despair, and God responded.  


And so my experience leads me to believe that Advent is possible at any time, and perhaps in deeper, more startling ways than getting ready for Christmas, as important as that is.


For I know the plans I have for you, says the Lord, plans for welfare and not for evil, to give you a future and a hope.  (Jeremiah 29:11)

Amen.

