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Isaiah 40:1-11 

2 Peter 3:8-15a 

Mark 1:1-8 

 

 I have grown to love Advent.  In fact, I have only just realized this. I’ve spent most of my 

life dreading the month between Thanksgiving and Christmas: will I get my cards out in time? 

Will I find the right gifts? Dreading the crowds in the stores. And all the while in the background 

the Church has quietly and consistently offered an alternative. 

 

 It is an alternative narrative to the common story of this month: buy, spend, give, go, eat, 

bake – all of which is delightful. It’s just that there’s more – something much more – and it can’t 

be accessed through Black Friday or Cyber Monday. You can only get it here: at church. 

However much the secular world decries the institution of church, we are the keepers of mystery 

and wonder. 

 

You may know that the late poet and novelist Madeleine L'engle was an Episcopalian. 

Her son-in-law, Alan Jones, was the long-time dean of Grace Cathedral in San Francisco. So 

we’re in deep Anglican waters here. Madeleine L’engle wrote these lines about Advent: 

 

This is the irrational season 

When love blooms bright and wild. 

Had Mary been filled with reason 

There’d have been no room for the child.1 
 

 We tend to forget how irrational all this is: God became human. It’s so simple to say. But 

so difficult to believe. The very concept of Infinite Being entering any part of Creation, much 

less the human part, is difficult to believe.   

 

Just to say: “Well, God is God, so anything God wants to do, God can do.” That kind of 

thinking doesn’t do justice to the enormity of what happened on that first Christmas. Consider 

how an ancient Christian theologian thought about God. Consider Anselm of Canterbury who, if 

he were alive today, would be almost 985 years old!  

 

 Anselm struggled for what to say about God. He decided that “God is that greater than 

which nothing can be thought.” So you stretch your mind as far as it can go – like thinking about 

where the universe ends – and there is finally a place where your mind can think no other 

thought. And that is where God begins. “God is that greater than which nothing can be thought.”2 

 

 That makes God inconceivable. Yet God was conceived in the womb of Mary. It is 

irrational, says the poet. It defies logic – not to mention the laws of science as we presently 

understand them. We worry about how acceptable this “beyond-rational” God is. Who could 

believe such things? How can you even expect someone to believe such things? 

                                                           
1“After Annunciation” in A Cry Like a Bell, Madeleine L’Engel, Shaw Books, 2000 
2 Richard John Neuhaus, God with Us: Rediscovering the Meaning of Christmas,” p. 17. Edited by Greg Pennoyer & 
Gregory Wolfe; Paraclete Press; 2007 
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 There was a movie out a few years ago called “The Life of Pi,” based on a novel of the 

same name. I am not giving anything away to say that Pi is an adolescent boy from India who 

survives shipwreck by living almost seven months on a life raft. With a Bengal Tiger. 

 

Who could believe such a thing? That’s what I thought when I started reading the novel. 

And yet, as I engaged with the story, it became very believable – that a teenage boy could 

actually live on a raft with a wild tiger. Engage the story…….this is what we do during Advent. 

We engage with Jesus, and Mary, and John the Baptizer. 

 

Especially with John. When his aged mother was found to be with child, his father was so 

dumbstruck that he was, well, struck dumb or speechless for the entire term of his wife’s 

pregnancy, regaining his voice when John was born. Actually, that kind of silence is very 

appropriate around such wonders as God-with-us.   

 

John lived an unusual life. The typical things of this life just didn’t appeal to him: find a 

wife; get married; have children. Instead he lived in the desert where mystics long before him 

and long after have gone. There he spent his days immersed in God……talking to God; listening 

to God.  

 

When he came out of the desert, he had something to say. He actually had something 

worth saying. We hear so many messages today that I often wonder whether most of them are 

really worth saying or hearing. 

 

John said every valley would be filled and every mountain would be made low so that all 

could see God. He spoke in powerful imagery; in poetic terms: valleys raised; mountains 

lowered; a level playing field………..God’s playing field. 

 

I think John might have been talking about us; specifically, our inner lives. There are 

those valleys, when we are low: time of illness, or illness of a family member. There are the 

mountain-top moments. There are the highs and lows of our lives. John was saying that left to 

our own chaotic rhythm of life, we will just never see God. Our own inner landscape obscures 

God. 

 

Our own inner landscape can prevent us from seeing the One who is always there, always 

welcoming; inviting; offering renewal. There isn’t any doubt in my mind that all of us are 

longing for this One. But there’s some mountain in the way, probably of our own construction. 

There’s some valley too deep to enter, because we just know it will swallow us whole. What are 

we to do? 

 

John has the answer. He says repent. Repent doesn’t mean, “You have been bad; now you 

must be good.” It means stop. You are moving too fast for God. Stop; turn around – that’s the 

literal meaning of “repent.” It means “to turn around” – and see God. 
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It is so simple. It really is! So much so as to be irrational. How could God be that 

available? We don’t believe, so we erect elaborate processes to get to God. We develop 

programs and creeds and theologies that can become mountains obscuring the very One we so 

badly want to be with. Just stop. Give yourself a chance to be with God. That’s repentance. And 

that’s Advent. 

 

This is the irrational season 

When love blooms bright and wild. 

Had Mary been filled with reason 

There’d have been no time for the child. 
 

Amen. 

 
 

  
 

  


