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1 | WILL MAKE YOU EXCEEDINGLY § |
. "!. W,

4 % FRUITFUL, AND | WILL MAKE NATIONS
OF YOU, AND KINGS WILL COME FORTH
FROM YOU. | WILL ESTABLISH MY

COVENANT BETWEEN ME AND YOU
AND YOUR DESCENDANTS AFTER YOU
THROUGHOUT THEIR GENERATIONS
FOR AN EVERLASTING COVENANT,
TO BE GOD TO YOU AND TO YOUR
DESCENDANTS AFTER YOU.

~GENESIs 17:6-7 (NASB)
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| *;' 1) Mankind’s Greatest Weakness

A) When Adam & Eve were created, they enjoyed a perfect
relationship with God in the Garden of Eden (Genesis 1:31,
2:25). God provided for all of Adam & Eve’s needs (2:15-
17). God even walked and talked with Adam & Eve (3:8).

B) When Adam & Eve ate the forbidden fruit (3:6), they
,_? violated God’s law (2:16-17). After eating, Adam & Eve

el know something is wrong and begin a process of hiding their

nakedness (3:7), themselves (3:10), and their sin (3:12-13).
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C) Up to this point, Adam & Eve have no idea what they
have done. They are perplexed that their actions have
not delivered what they expected (cf. 3:4-5), but they are
completely ignorant as to the ramifications of their actions.

2) What Does This Have To With Us?

A) When Adam & Eve ate the forbidden fruit, they introduced
sin (anything which violates God’s established laws) into all of |
mankind (Romans 5:12).

B) As God promised (Genesis 3:17), sinning also came with the
curse of death. Before Adam & Eve sinned, there was no
death. After Adam & Eve sinned, death entered humanity.

C) Along with death, there were other curses which mankind
and the creation suffered (3:16-19):

1) Women would have physical pain in childbirth (3:16).
2) Women would be subordinate in marriage* (3:16).

3) The once-fertile ground would be cursed with “thorns &
thistles” (i.e. weeds) (3:17-18).

_|

* I believe that this curse of subordination is, in its essence, an emotional curse. The
word “desire” in the text means “to long for, to reach out after.” It comes from a
root word which meant “to chase, to run over (i.e. water), to overflow.” The idea of
the text is that both curses are physical for the woman. Pain in childbirth, and an
overflowing of desire which longs to take charge or be in control within marriage.
This shouldn’t be viewed as a negative desire for control (forceful domination of
others), but rather a protective or fearful desire for control (“if I don't protect me,
who will?”). In this effort, the woman would be stymied by the rulership (by culture,
tradition, different emotional makeup, force of personality, etc.) of her husband. The
curse leads one to understand that Adam & Eve were in complete emotional union
prior to sin. In other words, Adam’s emotions were not a mystery to Eve, and Eve’s
emotions were not a mystery to Adam. They understood one another, by God'’s
design, on an emotional level that was a perfect union. As a final note, this curse
has nothing to do with “headship” in marriage (cf. Ephesians 5:21-33). Headship is
not a subordinate issue, as is exampled in God’s headship of Christ. Headship is, as
the Scriptures explain, part of God’s original created design. Curses, as we observe
here in Genesis 3, are not part of God’s original created design, but are a result of
sin, which causes a modification (brokenness) in God’s design.
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4) Men would labor to bring good food from the ground to
provide for themselves and their families (3:19).

5) Man’s efforts on earth would result in death, “from dust
you came, and to dust you will return” (3:19). What
once resulted in life, now results in death.

D) Where does this leave mankind? Helpless & hopeless...
Every man and woman is born in a state of slavery to sin
(Psalm 51:5; John 8:34) and cannot do anything to help
himself (Romans 3:23). In fact, mankind rebelliously refuses
to seek God, rejecting God entirely (Romans 3:9-18).

E) All mankind is under sin’s curse (Galatians 3:10), there is no
escape, there is no hope (Romans 6:23). In fact, the only
future that sinful, enslaved, corrupt, cursed, and rebellious
mankind has is eternal separation from God in hell (Matthew
25:41, 46; 2" Thessalonians 1:9; Revelation 14:9-11).

F) Worst of all, mankind would be completely ignorant of his
slavery, ignorant of the genetic curse of sin, ignorant of the
inky black hole of hell... If it weren't for a single, solitary
beam of shining light in the midst of the darkness

i 3) The Beginning Of Advent

A) In the midst of the curses (Genesis 3:14-19), God makes
an extraordinary promise (3:15). The “seed of the serpent”
(evil) will battle the “seed of the woman.” Evil will be
defeated by woman'’s “seed.” But who or what is that?

B) Eve's response to her first child gives us her misapplied
application to God’s words... "I have gotten a man, the Lorp”
(4:1). Itis clear Eve thought the child would be God, the
child of promise. She was wrong, but also right...
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The word “Advent” comes from the Latin adventus,
which means “the approach” or “the arrival.” The X%
Latin verb is advenio: “I arrive. I come. I am coming.”

For centuries, followers of Jesus Christ have observed .r .

this season with a passionate anticipation of

Christmas morning, marking the joy of the birth of
God in the flesh, Jesus Christ.

Despite its significance, our culture has largely
captured this season and disguised it with Lord’s-a-
Leaping, Sleigh Bells Ringing, and a Jolly Old EIf.

Of course, there is nothing wrong with any of these
special traditions... Unless we miss Jesus Christ in
the midst of all the tinsel and trappings.

If we miss Jesus Christ, then we have missed
Christmas, and we have missed the message of
“Peace on Earth, and goodwill toward men...”

How can this year be any different?

Simply, we are inviting you to engage Advent,
perhaps for the first time in your life.

Through this season, which encompasses the four
Sundays which lead up to Christmas, there will be ;
special Advent Scripture readings which you (and your §:’
family) are invited to read during the week. There
will also be some readings from Christian writers who &
have contemplated Advent over the centuries. '

Will you schedule a time each day to anticipate His
coming? Will you engage Advent? Join with the
shepherds, walk with klngs from the East, 51t with

& Joseph, gaze on the star of Bethlehem all over
again, as though this is the first time..
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AdventiScripturelReading

Without God revealing the hope of the Messiah,
we would never know of the depth of our need or
of the hope of a Savior.

e Read 1°t Peter 1:10-12

From ancient times God gave His chosen people

hope in a coming Messiah. Join with them this

week in anticipating the Messiah, in hearing the
voice of God as it gazed into the future.

e Read Genesis 3:15, 12:1-3, 17:1-8

In the midst of oppression, the only thing to
which God’s people could look forward was the
Messiah. Sometimes, in our comfort, we forget
¥¥ our overwhelming need. Still, for others of us, §

¢ the need is intense. Glory in the message of God "
' to the oppressed, the broken, and the needy.

e Read Isaiah 9:2-7, 11:1-5

For God’s people, the hope of the Messiah was
the hope in a new kingdom. Not a kingdom
built by the hands of man, but a Kingdom built
by the will of God. It would be God’s Kingdom,
where the Messiah was on the throne, and His
people were able to be free from sin and pain
forevermore. Can you, with them, see the
Kingdom of God?

e Read Isaiah 11:6-12; 25:6-12; 32:1-5




Henri Nouwen (1932-1996) was a Catholic priest who taught as a professor
at the University of Notre Dame, Harvard University, and in the Divinity
Department of Yale University. He left the world of academia behind for

the L’Arche Daybreak Community in Toronto, Canada to work with people
who had severe physical and mental disabilities. He authored over forty

books, most notably The Wounded Healer and In The Name Of Jesus. His
writings reveal his Catholic background, but are devoutly Christian and
reveal a heart which belonged exclusively to Jesus Christ.

Waiting for God

Waiting is not a very popular attitude. Waiting is not something that people
think about with great sympathy. In fact, most people consider waiting a
waste of time. Perhaps this is because the culture in which we live is basically
saying, “Get going! Do something! Show you are able to make a difference!
Don’t just sit there and wait!” For many people, waiting is an awful desert
between where they are and where they want to go. And people do not like
such a place. They want to get out of it by doing something.

In our particular historical situation, waiting is even more difficult because
we are so fearful. One of the most pervasive emotions in the atmosphere
around us is fear. People are afraid — afraid of inner feelings, afraid of
other people, and also afraid of the future. Fearful people have a hard time
waiting, because when we are afraid we want to get away from where we are.
But if we cannot flee, we may fight instead. Many of our destructive acts
come from the fear that something harmful will be done to us. And if we
take a broader perspective — that not only individuals but whole communities
and nations might be afraid of being harmed — we can understand how
hard it is to wait and how tempting it is to act. Here are the roots of a “first
strike” approach to others. People who live in a world of fear are more likely
to make aggressive, hostile, destructive responses than people who are not so
frightened. The more afraid we are, the harder waiting becomes. That is
why waiting is such an unpopular attitude for many people.

It impresses me, therefore, that all the figures who appear on the first pages
of Luke’s Gospel are waiting. Zechariah and Elizabeth are waiting. Mary
is waiting. Simeon and Anna, who were there at the temple when Jesus was
brought in, are waiting. The whole opening scene of the good news is filled
with waiting people. And right at the beginning all those people in some
way or another hear the words, “Do not be afraid. I have something good to
say to you.” These words set the tone and the context. Now Zechariah and
Elizabeth, Mary, Simeon and Anna are waiting for something new and good
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£ o happen to them.

| Who are these figures? They are representatives of the waiting Israel.
The psalms are full of this attitude: “My soul is waiting for the Lord. I
count on his word. My soul is longing for the Lord more than a watchman

B for daybreak. (Let the watchman count on daybreak and Israel on the

Lord.) Because with the Lord there is mercy and fullness of redemption™
| (Psalm 130:5-7). “My soul is waiting for the Lord” — that is the song that
reverberates all through the Hebrew scriptures.

But not all who dwell in Israel are waiting. In fact we might say that the
prophets criticized the people (at least in part) for giving up their attentiveness
to what was coming. Waiting finally became the attitude of the remnant of
Israel, of that small group of Israelites that remained faithful. The prophet
Zephaniah says, “In your midst I will leave a humble and lowly people, and
those who are left in Israel will seek refuge in the name of Yahweh. They will
do no wrong, will tell no lies; and the perjured tongue will no longer be found
| in their mouths” (Zephaniah 3:12-13). Itis the purified remnant of faithful
people who are waiting. Elizabeth and Zechariah, Mary and Simeon are

j rcpresentatives of that remnant. They have been able to wait, to be attentive,
to live expectantly.

But what is the nature of waiting? What is the practice of waiting? How are
they waiting, and how are we called to wait with them?

L Waiting, as we see it in the people on the first pages of the Gospel, is waiting

" with a sense of promise. “Zechariah, ...your wife Elizabeth is to bear you
ason.” “Mary, ...Listen! You are to conceive and bear a son” (Luke 1:13,

- 31). People who wait have received a promise that allows them to wait. They
have received something that is at work in them, like a seed that has started to
" grow. This is very important. We can only really wait if what we are waiting
for has already begun for us. So waiting is never a movement from nothing
to something. It is always a movement from something to something more.
Zechariah, Mary, and Elizabeth were living with a promise that nurtured
them, that fed them, and that made them able to stay where they were. And
in this way, the promise itself could grow in them and for them.

Second, waiting is active. Most of us think of waiting as something very
passive, a hopeless state determined by events totally out of our hands. The
bus is late? You cannot do anything about it, so you have to sit there and just
wait. Itis not difficult to understand the irritation people feel when somebody
says, “Just wait.” Words like that seem to push as into passivity.

| But there is none of this passivity in scripture. Those who are waiting are
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waiting very actively. They know that what they are waiting for 1s growing
from the ground on which they are standing. That’s the secret. The secret
of waiting is the faith that the seed has been planted, that something has
begun. Active waiting means to be present fully to the moment, in the
conviction that something is happening where you are and that you want to
be present to it. A waiting person is someone who is present to the moment,
who believes that this moment is the moment.

A waiting person is a patient person. The word patience means the
willingness to stay where we are and live the situation out to the full in the
belief that something hidden there will manifest itself to us. Impatient
people are always expecting the real thing to happen somewhere else

and therefore want to go elsewhere. The moment is empty. But patient
people dare to stay where they are. Patient living means to live actively

in the present and wait there. Waiting, then, is not passive. It involves
nurturing the moment, as a mother nurtures the child that is growing in her.
Zechariah, Elizabeth, and Mary were very present to the moment. That is
why they could hear the angel. They were alert, attentive to the voice that
spoke to them and said, “Don’t be afraid. Something is happening to you.
Pay attention.”

But there is more. Waiting is open-ended. Open-ended waiting is hard

for us because we tend to wait for something very concrete, for something
that we wish to have. Much of our waiting is filled with wishes: “I wish
that I would have a job. I wish that the weather would be better. I wish
that the pain would go.” We are full of wishes, and our waiting easily gets
entangled in those wishes. For this reason, a lot of our waiting is not open-
ended. Instead, our waiting is a way of controlling the future. We want the
future to go in a very specific direction, and if this does not happen we are
disappointed and can even slip into despair. That is why we have such a
hard time waiting: we want to do the things that will make the desired events |
take place. Here we can see how wishes tend to be connected with fears.

But Zechariah, Elizabeth, and Mary were not filled with wishes. They were
filled with hope. Hope is something very different. Hope is trusting that
something will be fulfilled, but fulfilled according to the promises and not just
according to our wishes. Therefore, hope is always open-ended.

I have found it very important in my own life to let go of my wishes and start
hoping. It was only when I was willing to let go of wishes that something
really new, something beyond my own expectations could happen to me. Just
imagine what Mary was actually saying in the words, “I am the handmaid

of the Lord... let what you have said be done to me” (Luke 1:38). She was
saying, “I don’t know what this all means, but I trust that good things will
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2 happen.” She trusted so deeply that her waiting was open to all possibilities.
# And she did not want to control them. She believed that when she listened
| carefully, she could trust what was going to happen.

To wait open-endedly is an enormously radical attitude toward life. So is to

B rust that something will happen to us that is far beyond our own imaginings.

So, too, is giving up control over our future and letting God define our life,
trusting that God molds us according to God’s love and not according to

our fear. The spiritual life is a life in which we wait, actively present to the
moment, trusting that new things will happen to us, now things that are far

W bcyond our own imagination, fantasy, or prediction. That, indeed, is a very

radical stance toward life in a world preoccupied with control.

Now let me say something about the practice of waiting. How do we wait?
One of the most beautiful passages of scripture is Luke 1:39-56, which
suggests that we wait together, as did Mary and Elizabeth. What happened
when Mary received the words of promise? She went to Elizabeth.

| Something was happening to Elizabeth as well as to Mary. But how could
they live that out?

I find the meeting of these two women very moving, because Elizabeth and

* Mary came together and enabled each other to wait. Mary’s visit made

Elizabeth aware of what she was waiting for. The child leapt for joy in

her. Mary affirmed Elizabeth’s waiting. And then Elizabeth said to Mary,

B “Blessed is she who believed that the promise made her by the Lord would
be fulfilled.” And Mary responded, “My soul proclaims to greatness of the

Lord” (Luke 1:45-46). She burst into joy herself. These two women created

space for each other to wait. They affirmed for each other that something

. was happening that was worth waiting for.

1 think that is the model of the Christ community. It is a community of
support, celebration, and affirmation in which we can lift up what has
already begun in us. The visit of Elizabeth and Mary is one of the Bible’s
most beautiful expressions of what it means to form community, to be
together, gathered around a promise, affirming that something is really
happening.

This is what prayer is all about. It is coming together around the promise.
This is what celebration is all about. It is lifting up what is already there.
This is what Eucharist is about. It is saying “thank you” for the seed that has
been planted. It is saying, “We are waiting for the Lord, who has already
come.”

ie® The whole meaning of the Christian community lies in offering a space in




£ which we wait for that which we have already seen. Christian community is
| the place where we keep the flame alive among us and take it seriously, so that }-_} L
L it can grow and become stronger in us. In this way we can live with courage, s
. trusting that there is a spiritual power in us that allows us to live in this world %4
| without being seduced constantly by despair, lostness, and darkness. That

B is how we dare to say that God is a God of love even when we sce hatred all
around us. That is why we can claim that God is a God of life even when

| we see death and destruction and agony all around us.  We say it together.
We affirm it in one another. Waiting together, nurturing what has already
begun, expecting its fulfillment — that is the meaning of marriage, friendship,
' community, and the Christian life.

Our waiting is always shaped by alertness to the word. It is waiting in the
knowledge that someone wants to address us. The question is, are we home?
Are we at our address, ready to respond to the doorbell? We need to wait
together to keep each other at home spiritually, so that when the word comes

@ it can become flesh in us. That is why the book of God is always in the midst
| of those who gather. We read the word so that the word can become flesh,
and have a whole new life in us.

Simone Weil, a Jewish writer, said, “Waiting patiently in expectation is the

" foundation of the spiritual life.” When Jesus speaks about the end of time,
he speaks precisely about the importance of waiting. He says that nations

# will fight against nations and there will be wars and earthquakes and misery.
® Pcople will be in agony, and they will say, “The Christ is there! No, he is

. here!” Everybody will be totally upset, and many will be deceived. But Jesus
| says you must stand ready, stay awake, stay tuned to the word of God, so that
you will survive all that is going to happen and be able to stand confidently

. (con-fide, with trust) in the presence of God together in community (see

(g% Matthew 24). That is the attitude of waiting that allows us to be people who
' can live in a very chaotic world and survive spiritually.



R R s WY



A R R SR B



