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 Since this Sunday is the first Sunday in Advent, I can formally announce that 

Advent is here!  Isn’t that great?  Christians around the world long for the coming of 

Jesus in numerous and varied ways, and today is like the official opening.  If finding 

Jesus was an Olympic event, then today is like the opening ceremonies of the Olympics. 

[discussion - signs of advent - what makes advent real for you?] 

 Of course, we know that Advent is about waiting.  But what exactly are we 

waiting for?  If you inspect our outdoor creche, you might think there is nothing left to 

wait for - the shepherds are there - the magi are there - even baby Jesus is there.  The 

whole scene is complete.  What is left to wait for?  What are we looking for in Advent 

anyway?  What are you looking for? 

 Well, waiting and looking are not exactly new activities.  At the time of Jesus, in 

Palestine, faithful Jewish people were waiting for a messiah.  Jesus came on the scene, 

but for most people, Jesus didn’t exactly fit the mold of the messiah who was expected, 

and so the people continued to wait.  Today - for Christians - I would argue that Jesus 

doesn’t exactly fit the mold of the messiah that we expect either.  And so we also are 

invited to wait and to look. 

 That's what makes Advent so exciting! 

 Which is why I don’t like the Lectionary reading from Mark today.  The reading 

suggests that everything is under control.  God is running the show, and we just have to 

sit back and wait for clear signs of the coming reign of God.  While I agree that 

discerning the stage of growth of a fig tree is pretty easy, I have found it very hard to 
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recognize the signs of the coming of the kingdom of God in clear, non-ambiguous ways.  

Not only are the signs not particularly clear, but I suspect that the kingdom of God won’t 

come to earth unless we work for it too.  Waiting - by itself - doesn’t seem to work.  I do 

agree with Mark however that we do not have to be in control of things in order to find - 

or to create - the kingdom of God here and now.  Wanting to be in control isn’t helpful. 

 Moreover, Advent, which is also the lead up to Christmas, isn't that clear cut for 

most of us on a personal level either.  The lead up to Christmas - for most people - 

includes expectations of both wonderful activities and also disturbing thoughts and 

feelings like painful family memories.  There is much in Advent to delight us, but there is 

also much in advent to fear. 

 That's what makes Advent so exciting! 

 So - how do we approach Advent then?  With joy or with fear?  Well, why can't 

we do both?  If we want to experience Advent to its fullest, we probably have to 

experience both. 

 Why?  Because that's how life works.  If we only open ourselves to the “good” 

aspects of Advent, then we are shutting ourselves off from any real Advent.  Even in the 

biblical stories of the nativity, the stories contain elements of good and bad.  Do you think 

Joseph would have enjoyed the vulnerability of not being able to find a hotel and provide 

for his family?  Do you think an extremely pregnant Mary would have enjoyed travelling 

on a donkey?  If so I suspect you've never ridden on a donkey! 

 Life is the co-mingling of all the dimensions of humanity: the good and the bad. 

 The strong and the weak.  The powerful and the powerless.  The power structures and the 

humble.  If life is like that, surely Advent lived out is like that too.  Open yourself to the 

whole gift of Advent this year.  Because it is only to the extent that we are open to 

whatever happens that we can be open to the new life of Advent. 

 I'm reminded of a story.  Are there any engineers in the crowd today?  Well, as I'm 

sure you know or can guess, engineering students have to do lots of practical projects.  

And often, their projects are small versions of real life projects.  And to make these 
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projects a bit more fun, sometimes projects are done as competitions.  My son Gareth, 

who is in first year engineering, just finished a competition to build self-controlled wheel-

chairs for teddy bears for example. 

 At one university, an engineering competition was to be given a small compact 

weight and the students working in teams had to create structures that would fly with the 

weight as the “cargo".  But making the cargo fly was only the entry point for the 

competition.  The competition was based on additional factors.  Some years, the winning 

team is the team whose design has the fewest parts, or the lightest parts.  One year - with 

the advent of cheap micro controllers and the green movement, the objective was to fly 

the cargo using the smallest amount of energy.  And, the teams were told that the mass 

would be something like a golf ball, to give them a sense of the scale of the project 

because they were expected to come to the competition with whatever parts they thought 

they would need to complete their working model. 

 Normally, only engineering students entered this competition because it was a 

course requirement and not really advertised, but on one occasion, a team of 3 students in 

grade 5 at a local public school heard about the competition and entered. 

 On the Saturday of the competition, the teams brought the components they had 

pre-built to attach to the mass they were given.  Even though the teams had prepared 

separately, all the designs were quite similar: they had brought wings, an electric motor, 

batteries, and a tail assembly.  When the teams were given their cargo, they were given 

eggs. 

 The engineering teams madly adapted their designs slightly, since eggs were 

“like” a golf balls, but not quite the same shape.  The grade 5 team, however, just talked 

amongst themselves, and walked around watching the other teams do their work.  The 

grade 5 team didn’t touch the pieces they had brought. 

 The contest judges just figured that the grade 5 team didn’t have the skills to 

adapt their design on short notice, and that they were probably very happy to watch the 

“real” engineers do their work.  The kids were enjoying themselves, and learning about 

engineering.  No problem.  When it was time for the testing, so as to not embarrass them, 

The Vulnerability of Advent November 30, 2014 Page !  of !                                               3 4



the judges just walked past the table where the grade 5 team was.  But the students called 

the judges back and asked, “when is our turn?”.  The judges said, “OK, show us what you 

have”.  One of the grade 5 students held out his hand with the egg in it and said, “This is 

an egg.  Our design is to let it hatch and it will fly all by itself”. 

 That story reminds me of Advent.  Or to be more precise, the competition in the 

story reminds me of Advent.  Because often, to prepare for Advent, we feel that we need 

to bring lots of pieces - lots of components - that we need to use in order to make Advent 

happen.  How many times have we found ourselves believing that to have a proper 

Advent - or at least a proper Christmas - we need to buy enough gifts, or the right gifts?  

That we have to have the right decorations?  That we have to come to church in a 

particular way?  How often do we spend our time being “busy” preparing for Advent in 

ways that actually make it harder for us to simply experience Advent. 

 Because Advent - like an egg - already contains new life.  Advent - like an egg - 

already contains the gift of life.  We don’t need to add a motor to an egg to make it fly, 

we just need to wait for the egg to hatch.  And we don’t need “stuff” for Advent to 

become real in our lives either, we just need to wait - but with vast openness and 

vulnerability - to accept the Advent that is already in our midst. 

 What will we find during Advent this year?  Well, it depends on just how 

vulnerable and open we are prepared to be and to see.  That is what makes Advent so 

exciting. 

  

Amen
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