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      I love Advent in the Episcopal Church because we strike a different note during this holiday time of the year. It’s a note that is discordant with the jingle bells of the mall. I like the jingle bells, mind you, but when we come in here we remember that Advent is a time of waiting. The note we strike is a darker note, a fuller note. Advent is a time of waiting in the darkness for God to appear with His light. To be sure, His light is on the way. But Advent puts us in the darkness; it is from the vantage point of the darkness that we are to wait and watch and listen for the light.

     I want to begin with W.H. Auden on this third Sunday of Advent. It is a quote from his Advent portion of his Christmas Oratorio called “For the Time Being.” Auden’s poem captures the same human predicament described by another poet 2500 years earlier – the prophet Isaiah.

     Alone, alone about a dreadful wood/ Of conscious evil runs a lost mankind,

     Dreading to find its Father lest it find/ The Goodness it has dreaded is not good:

     Alone, alone about our dreadful wood.

     Auden describes us as alone in a dreadful place, lost and engaged in deliberate wrongdoing, and afraid to seek help from God our Father, because God, if He is there at all, may turn out not to be good, but to be negligent or abusive.

     It is this state of affairs that leads to Isaiah’s descriptors of the people of Israel. In the first 4 verses of this morning’s reading from Isaiah 61 we find the following words: poor, brokenhearted, captive, bound, mournful, faint of spirit, ruined, devastated. 

     There is actually a pretty good chance that you relate very deeply to one or more of these descriptions. There is a pretty good chance that you’ve recently been devastated by something or someone – or that your heart has been in broken in some way.  And not to be the bearer of bad news, but it is likely that something lies ahead that will make you feel that you are alone about a dreadful wood. There is always that unexpected phone call.

     If you still won’t go there with me, then at least you’ll admit that you know many people whose lives are described in our prophet’s passage this morning. There are, of course, many who are literally in prison, and many who are devastated by poverty or disease. You know people who pray the collect of the day with special feeling and urgency -  “stir up thy power O Lord, and with great might come among us, because we are sorely hindered by our sins, let your bountiful grace and mercy speedily help and deliver us.”

     What can you say to anyone who fits the description, anyone who is brokenhearted or in mourning, anyone who is bound or held captive to some destructive pattern? What can you offer someone alone, alone about a dreadful wood? Even when that person is yourself, what can you say?

     Let’s begin with what does not work for anyone who would place themselves inside the first 4 verses of Isaiah 61. What is not helpful is advice, or the more aggressive and controlling form of Advice known as Exhortation.

     Advice is just that – some suggestions for what to do or how to do it. Advice might work for someone who is asking what kind of school to attend or where to eat when you are in Helsinki, Finland, or what kind of stocks to buy. Actually, the last example does not work.

     Exhortation is advice stepped up a notch. Exhortation might work for someone on the 9th mile of the Charlottesville 10 miler. That’s why they usually have the pep band set up on the corner. I especially needed the encouragement when on mile eight, I was passed by a mother pushing her new born infant in a jog stroller. Exhortation might work for someone who has joined the Marines or needs to study just one more hour for her physics exam.

      But to the brokenhearted advice falls on deaf ears. To the bound and the captive, exhortation has no power.  I’ll give you a sad example of what I mean.  I have a book called “Founding Fathers on Religion” that contains all kinds of texts from the Founding Fathers on different religious subjects. In the chapter called “Addiction”, we read Declaration of Independence signer Charles Carroll’s letters to his alcoholic son, Charles Carroll, Jr. Carroll exhorted his son, reminding him that he had been a beneficiary of wealth and privilege and education. He had married a wonderful woman from a prominent Philadelphia family and had great children. 

     Carroll writes to his son, “If you have not the resolution of perseverance you will degrade your character, shorten a miserable life, and that of an affectionate wife.... I earnestly advise you to call in religion to your aid.... I entreat you to comply strictly with my advice; refrain entirely from ardent spirits.” I’m sure that Charles Carroll, Jr. would have loved to follow his father’s advice, and not wreck his marriage and alienate his children. But he couldn’t. Charles Carroll Jr. died a few years after he received his father’s letters.

      So the lost, the bound and the brokenhearted don’t need, can’t use, are unable to follow good advice. What all who are “sorely hindered by our sins” need is something very different. We need “Good News.” This is exactly what Isaiah was anointed to proclaim, as we read in 61:1 – “ The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me to bring Good News to the poor.”

     As the powerful preacher Tim Keller, from Redeemer Pres in NYC says, “The religious folks wanted good advice from the Messiah and the sinners needed, and got, good news. The word "gospel" literally means "good news." The distinction between good news and good advice is huge. Advice is counsel about something to do that hasn't happened yet, but you can do it. News is a report about something that has happened. You can't do anything to make it happen because it has all been done for you.”

     Think about the difference for a minute. News is a report about something that has happened. Here’s a trivial example. One friend is going to Cameroon for a law school project for a few weeks in January. He is a die-hard Texas Longhorn fan, so will miss the Texas – Ohio State Bowl game. He has requested that no one send him any info about the game via email or voicemail. He will record the game and watch it as soon as he gets off the plane! The tape of the game will carry either good news or bad news for him. Either way it will be news; it will have been done and there is nothing that he can do about the victory or the defeat.

      Advice verses News. On a more serious note, anyone who has ever waited anxiously in a surgical waiting room is desperate for the surgeon to walk through the doors. He comes not with advice but with news that you yearn to be good.
      The gospel means good news. Imagine a king who goes into battle against an invading army to defend his land. If the king defeats the opposing army, the king sends news back to the town messengers declaring the victory. He sends back good-newsers with a report: it has all been done…the opposing army has been defeated, therefore respond with joy and go about your lives under the shadow of this peace that has been achieved for you.
      The gospel is good news from a good God. Our Father is good; He responds to the brokenhearted with the news that He has come to help and deliver us with his grace and mercy, just as we pray in our collect. Listen now, in the words of the prophet Isaiah to the blessings that come in his wake for all who put their trust in this finite fact, this God who has come among the sorely hindered with his good news: liberty, release, favor, comfort, gladness, praise, repair, recompense, and blessing. There is no advice: only news of these blessings, good news to the poor.

     How does He do this? Back to Auden, who asks the right question: “We who must die demand a miracle. How could the Eternal do a temporal act, The Infinite become a finite fact?”  The view from the darkness does demand a miracle. And that is what God has given us in the gospel of His Son, Jesus Christ. The Infinite has become a finite fact, born among the barn animals in a Bethlehem stable. As He entered our dreadful wood, the defeat of the opposing army is begun; it is to be completed on a cross an in an empty tomb 33 years later by the One who was born to be the King of Kings.

     Amen.

