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I. Intro 
A. Christmas is… We did a social media push this week, asking people to fill this 
out: 

1. Christmas is…. what? What is it to you? Family? Tradition? Eggnog? 
Presents? A big meal? 
2. We decorate the Christmas tree to Elvis Presley’s Christmas album – 
which is as unthinkable and cheesy as you might think.  And we have flank steak 
on Christmas Eve and bacon on Christmas morning.  The second comes after the 
boys look at their stockings, which comes after we allow them to come 
downstairs.  

a) And we have pictures – here they are all cute and excited.  
b) Here they are last year – perhaps not quite as excited.  

3. These are not traditions we set out to start, but at some point, they became 
part of the package. They began to shape our traditions and experiences, which in 
turn has shaped us.  

B. What is shaping you? What is forming you? Not just at Christmas, but in life? 
What is molding you into its image? Hold that thought while I read our passage, which is 
the first three verses in the Gospel of Mark: 

1. The beginning of the good news about Jesus the Messiah, the Son of 
God, 2 as it is written in Isaiah the prophet: “I will send my messenger ahead 
of you who will prepare your way”—“a voice of one calling in the wilderness, 
‘Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him.’”  

C. The beginning of the good news (the Gospel, the euvangelion – evangelism) 
about Jesus the Messiah, the Son of God,  

1. As we will see, they have been waiting a long time for this good news - 
for the Messiah – the Christ, the promised one, Jesus – to arrive. 

D. It was promised throughout the Old Testament – including by Isaiah, who in 
Isaiah 40:3 wrote: “I will send my messenger ahead of you who will prepare your way” 

1. The last thing stated in the last chapter of Malachi – the last book – is that 
before the Messiah arrives, a messenger will show up to tell everyone to get 
ready. 
2. That messenger is Elijah. In Matthew 17:12 we see that John the Baptist is 
the new Elijah. He is the one who shows up first to tell people to get ready. He 
says, “it’s about to happen and you are not ready. He by passes the Jewish Temple 
and Jewish leaders – all the establishment – and goes down to the Jordan River 
and says, “You need to get ready.”    

E. And the idea of “a voice of one calling in the wilderness, ‘Prepare the way for the 
Lord, make straight paths for him.’”  

1. The idea of making the paths straight plays off of the idea that if a king 
was coming to a town, everyone else needed to get ready.  
2. The king had people traveling with him who would run ahead to clean up 
the road. Fill in the potholes and take out the hair pin turns. 
3. The people in the town where the king was going would do the same. 
They would run out from their spot and do what they needed to get ready. 
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II. So back to my question: 
A. What is shaping you? What is forming you? Not just at Christmas, but in life? 
What is molding you into its image: 

1. Your friends? Your traditions? The news? Politics? Advertising? Google’s 
algorithm? Your boss? Your fears? Addictions? Our celebrity culture?  COVID?  
Next month’s earning’s call? 

B. There are a couple different theories in play here.  
1. Augustine – the great church leader from the fifth century – the author of 
Confessions and City of God (among others) – he is one of the earliest and most 
eloquent to argue that we become like what we love. I’d hate to think I love 
politics or the stuff being advertised on TV, or any of the stuff Google’s algorithm 
is sending my way. 
2. A second theory says we are shaped by how we spend our time – so think: 
by our work, our hobbies, our habits - which would include our spiritual habits 
like Bible Study, serving, prayer, worship. (Or perhaps I might say this as, would 
be impacted by a lack of thoughtfully robust spiritual habits). Or perhaps we are 
shaped by politics because we spend so much time listening to talk radio or 
surfing the web.  
3. A third idea suggests that we are shaped by what we think about – by the 
books we read, the TV shows we watch, the radio programs we listen to, the ideas 
we entertain.  

C. It’s in light of all this that about 1,000 years ago – in the middle of the Middle 
Ages (which as I keep noting, was likely a better time than you think. If all you know 
about the Middle Ages was brought to you by Monty Python and Don Quixote, and about 
all you can think of is the Plague, the Crusades and the Inquisition – it was a lot better 
than that. Yes, there were some bad moments over the 1,000 year span we are talking 
about. But there were some good things, and one of them was that those leading the 
church at this time further developed a church calendar – doing so with the goal of trying 
to shape people more deliberately by the life of Christ.  

III. Some of you are familiar with the church calendar – some not at all.  
A. Since the 17th century most of the world has operated on the Gregorian Calendar, 
which was an effort to fine-tune the Julian calendar and make everything sync up with 
the exact time it takes us to orbit the sun.  The church calendar – which just restarted, so 
“Happy New Year.” - the church calendar, which started to come together in the 4th 
century, is based on rehearsing the life of Christ every year.   
B. The year begins on the Sunday closest to Nov. 30th, which coincides with the time 
the angel told Mary that she had found favor with God and was pregnant with the 
Messiah. It then proceeds to have dates that correspond to: Christmas and then Epiphany 
and then times set up to commemorate: His mission, and then His Resurrection, and then 
Pentecost and finally His return. 
C. Some churches – we are not one of them – have sermons that follow this calendar. 
Every week you have: an Old Testament reading; a reading of a Psalm; a New Testament 
Reading from one of the letters; and then a Gospel reading that corresponds to the church 
calendar. So, every year you are repeating the story. 
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D. According to that calendar, last week was the beginning of a new year. So, 
“Happy New Year and happy second week of Advent, which is the four weeks between 
the announcement by the angel to Mary that she would give birth to the Messiah, and 
Christ’s birth. 
E. Given that Christ’s life is retold every year things have to be condensed, so 
Mary’s pregnancy is cut down to 4 weeks – which I am sure would be OK with most 
women. 

1. By the way, shout out to the Neefs – Jonathan and Hannah. Jonathan is the 
campus pastor of the new Vernon Hills campus. And yesterday they had a baby: 
number three.  

F. The period of the pregnancy is called Advent.  
G. There is a lot more we could note about the calendar – or say on its behalf. If you 
talk to those who advocate it – those that are “high church” or liturgical, you hear that:   

1. The calendar reminds us that we have been set apart. While the rest of the 
world is caught up in the slight of Happy Holidays replacing Merry Christmas, 
you know that it’s not Christmas, it’s Advent. 
2. It brings more texture to worship year round – generally speaking, in 
churches that follow the Christian calendar, pastors wear robes and their 
vestments change color every season. 
3. Following the church calendar forces us to look at passages and themes we 
might be inclined to rush past. 
4. Or, following the church calendar forces us to connect more with the past. 
I was on a Zoom call this week with Alan Jacobs – who used to teach at Wheaton 
and now teaches at Baylor – and he has a new book out, called Breaking Bread 
with the Dead, A Reader’s Guide to a More Tranquil Mind.  

a) In it he notes that at this moment we are so overwhelmed with 
information (and disinformation) that we live in a state of information 
triage – in which we are figuring out what to focus on, and that almost all 
of us bias this moment and end up leading disconnected lives. 
b) This is not an argument that those who don’t know history will 
repeat it. It’s an argument that says if we have a short temporal bandwidth 
– if we are only being shaped by today – we lack personal density and are 
more likely to be tossed about by every wind of doctrine. 
c) Knowing history gives us depth – it keeps us from being. 

5. There is more that I could say here – I do recommend the book – but let 
me move on to note that the calendar was an effort to make sure that our lives are 
being shaped by Jesus and the Gospel.  It is an effort to keep Christ top of mind.  

IV. We are supposed to get that from Advent. 
A. The Latin word, adventus means waiting. It is a time set aside for us to prepare 
our hearts for his first arrival – in weakness a child – and look ahead to his promised 
return in power.  
B. It’s quite different than Christmas - which for most people is about food, family 
and friends. And it’s at least supposed to be happy, energetic, festive.  



Christmas Is… Disruptive 4 

1. It’s not always that – and this year in particular, it may not be. Normally 
on Dec. 26th we drive over to the Quad Cities and stay with one of my sisters and 
my parents (now just my Mom) and usually at least one of my brothers. All my 
siblings are married and there are lots of nieces and nephews, and some of them 
married. And one of them now has kids so we are starting a new generation. But 
all of that is off. 

C. Christmas is not always fun, but it’s at least supposed to be. Advent is more 
complicated than that.  
D. Advent is the time set aside for us to think about his first coming and prepare for 
his return. It really isn’t about:  

1. Gifts -- although there is biblical precedent for giving gifts. The wise men 
brought gifts to baby Jesus  
2. It isn’t really about reconnecting with family and friends - although there 
is nothing wrong – and a lot right – about staying in touch with friends. 
3. The focus of Advent isn’t on office parties or Santa Claus or Christmas 
stockings or year-end bonuses. It’s not even about food. In fact, up through the 
Middle Ages most people who celebrated Advent did so by fasting.   

E. Advent is a time set up to focus on the incarnation of God and on His return.  
V. My take is that, to the extent that we see through the noise of December at all, it’s to 
focus on his first coming. And that is for good reason. 

A. The incarnation of God - the radical, unexpected, unbelievable entry of the 
Creator into time and space through a poor, unwed virgin in a backwater region of the 
Roman Empire. 
B. The incarnation, when God literally became one of us. When Jesus, who, although 
He existed in the form of God did not regard equality with God a thing to be grasped. But 
made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.  
C. When Jesus Christ – who was fully God – and had been from eternity past – set 
aside the glory of heaven.  

1. The praise and adoration of the angels 
2. The comfort and peace that surrounded him.   
3. The intimate fellowship with God the Father that was His. 

D. In order to also become fully man so that He could restore us  
E. The incarnation is worth thinking about.   

1. It’s worth a concentrated season of reflection.  
2. In fact, it’s worth a lot more time than we give it. 

F. But, it is only half the assignment. It’s only half the story. 
G. Because Advent is not just about Christ’s first coming.  It is also about his return.  
H. It’s not just the time we celebrate the birth of the baby Jesus, it’s also the time that 
we prepare for the fact that He who came as a child will come again as a King. 

VI. And one of the things that is supposed to be elevated during Advent is the waiting – the 
longing to get out of this broken world.  

A. Longing for what is wrong with the world to be fixed. Longing for an end of 
hunger and war and evil and racial tension and political rancor and suffering.  
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B. We are to own a bit of the desperateness of the Jews who had been waiting 
forever for a Messiah to show up.   

1. And who had been going for 400 years – the four hundred years since the 
Malachi (the last Old Testament prophet to speak) there had been no voice from 
God. Radio silence from Heaven.  
2. And who once again were oppressed.  They were being ground under the 
heel of their Roman oppression – which included an emperor who demanded 
worship, and meanwhile they also had a maniacal King and were paying an 
unthinkable amount in taxes.  
3. And who were now fighting amongst themselves.  
4. In other words, they are in rough shape.  

C. Advent is hard and dark.  
1. There is a relatively famous episcopal priest in New York who is in her 
70s now.  And she has written some very good books. One of them is on Advent. 
One of the things she is known for is always starting her Advent sermons with the 
line, “Advent begins in the dark.”1 Advent begins in the dark. 

D. Advent songs are generally in a minor key and they speak about longing. 
1. When we have done Lessons and Carols – which we had done for forty 
some years in a row, but are not doing this year because very hard to pull off in 
COVID.  But when we had done Lessons and Carols, I would always remind 
people – these are not Christmas songs until we get to the birth of Christ.  
2. Over 9 Lessons – readings from the Bible – and Carols (songs) we 
rehearse the story up to the birth of Christ.  
3. So you start with a big song – creation before the fall. But then you have a 
whole bunch of Advent songs, which are slow and generally in a minor key, 
because they are not designed to capture a mood of waiting.  

E. Advent is not here (hands high), it’s here. 
1. Which leads some of you to say, “Well, I think this year I am doing 
Advent not Christmas. Between COVID, political turmoil, sheltering in place, 
loneliness, separation from family and friends. How long oh Lord is this going to 
go on.  

F. All of this brings us back to the text, which assumes the hardship – and speaks to 
it a bit – even as it looks forward. Mark 1:1-3 

VII. As I wrap up, let me briefly offer three suggestions.  
A. You need to get ready.  We need to make the crooked roads of our own lives 
straight. The calendar is in place to encourage us to ask this question again.  

1. We want to look back at his first coming and then look ahead to his return 
and ask, am I ready?   
2. And maybe more specifically to ask: how am I being shaped right now?  
We have to own this. We have to manage this. We cannot be passive – for if we 
are, we fall prey to agitators and algorithms.  
3. If you want to be shaped by Christ, if you want his peace, if you want to 
be the non-anxious presence for your friends, you have to manage your life and 
growth.  
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4. How are you being shaped and formed right now?  Are you ready for His 
return – what are you doing to get ready?  

B. Understand that God showing up always makes things better – but not necessarily 
easier – at least not in the short term.  

1. It’s not just that it wasn’t for the Jewish nation – who missed their 
Messiah because they expected something so different. And it’s not just that it 
wasn’t for for Herod – who was massively threatened by a new king.  
2. It wasn’t for Mary, who was taped for a lead role – you have found favor 
with God!  And she sings about it. Her Magnificat early in Luke is brilliant. But 
what she was signed up for was dangerous and scandalous. 
3. It was not easy for Joseph, who has to come to grips with the fact that his 
fiancé is having someone else’s child.  
4. As I noted in the title: Christmas is Disruptive. 

C. And then, finally. Again – let me remind you – the real goal of this season is not 
just to be looking back, but to be looking ahead. And to be shaped by that.  

1. I started by asking you what was shaping you.   
D. Advent is not just about looking back, it is also about looking ahead. 

1. It is not just about telling the story of Christ’s first coming, it is about 
focusing on his Return in Power. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
1 The jacket of her book Advent has this, “Every year, ‘Advent begins in the dark.’ This phrase opens and 
punctuates a series of sermons by the Rev. Fleming Rutledge, from the mid-1990s to the present day.” 
 

 


