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"…our entire life is a time of Advent, a time of waiting for that final time 

when a new heaven and a new earth will emerge…”
I.

When early Christianity spoke of the return of the Lord Jesus, it was thinking first of all about a great day of judgment. And as alien to Christmas as this thought may seem to us, it derives from early Christianity and should be taken seriously. When we hear Jesus knocking at our door, the first thing that happens is that our conscience awakens: Are we properly prepared? Is our heart capable of becoming his dwelling place? 
Hence the time of Advent becomes a time of introspection for us. "With seriousness, O human souls, prepare your hearts,” as the old hymn goes.

Hymn: “Come Now, O Prince of Peace,” ELW 247 or “Arise, O Christian People,” LSB 354
__________________

II.

It is quite peculiar how calmly we contemplate God’s coming, whereas earlier peoples trembled before the day of God and the world quaked when Jesus Christ walked among us. It is so peculiar because we so often encounter God’s tracks in the world together with the tracks of human suffering, of the cross on Golgotha. We have become so accustomed to the idea of divine love and of the coming at Christmas that we no longer sense the awe that God's coming should awaken in us. 
We have become dulled to the message; we only register what is welcome in it, what is pleasant, forgetting the powerful seriousness of the fact that the God of the world is approaching us on our small earth and now makes claims on us. God’s coming is truly not merely a message of joy, but first of all horrifying news for every person with a conscience. 

And not until we have perceived the terror of this matter can we then also appreciate the incomparable act of beneficence. God is coming, into the midst of evil, into death, judging evil in us and in the world. And by judging it, God loves us, purifies us, sanctifies us, comes to us with grace and love. 
Hymn: “He Comes to Us as One Unknown,” ELW 737, or “The King Shall Come When Morning Dawns,” ELW 260 / LSB 348
_____________________

III.

[Written in December, 1943 from Tegel prison]

From the Christian point of view there is no special problem about Christmas in a prison cell.  For many people in this building it will probably be a more sincere and genuine occasion than in places where nothing but the name is kept. 
That misery, suffering, poverty, loneliness, helplessness, and guilt mean something quite different in the eyes of God from what they men in the judgment of man, that God will approach where men turn away, that Christ was born in a stable because there was no room for him in the inn—these are things a prisoner can understand better than other people; for him they really are glad tidings, and that faith gives him a part in the communion of saints, a Christian fellowship breaking the bounds of time and space and reducing the months of confinement here to insignificance. 
Hymn: “Creator of the Stars of Night”, ELW 245 / LSB 351
_____________________

IV.

God makes us happy as only children can be happy; God is with us and now intends to be with us always, regardless of where we are, in our sin, in our suffering and death. We are no longer alone; God is with us. We are no longer homeless; a bit of our eternal home has entered into us. 
This is why we adults can rejoice so profoundly in our hearts beneath the Christmas tree, perhaps more even than children can; we sense that God’s goodness is once again coming near to us. We remember everything of God’s goodness that we encountered during the past year, and we sense something of the strange home about which this strange tree is speaking. Jesus is coming in both judgment and grace. Behold, I stand at the door….Lift up your heads, O ye gates.

Hymn: “Fling Wide the Door”, LBW 32 / “Lift Up Your Heads, Ye Mighty Gates,” LSB 340
V.
Christ is standing at the door, knocking. You are searching for him, would perhaps give anything to have him with you sometime, genuinely, actually with you, not just inwardly, but physically, in reality. But how could this be possible? Jesus was familiar with human beings and with their need to see, their desire for the tangible, and so he spoke of this need in a grandiose parable about how from day to day and in actual reality he is still wandering about on earth, and how we can indeed have him with us if we really want to have him and not some image conjured up by our imagination. 

One day, at the Last Judgment, he will separate the sheep and the goats, and to those on his right he will say, Come, you that are blessed…“for I was hungry …." To the astonished question…“just as you did it to one of the least of these….”
 
But here we are confronted with the terrifying reality; Jesus is at the door, knocking, in reality, asking you for help in the figure of the beggar, in the figure of the degenerate soul in shabby clothes, encountering you in every person you meet. Christ walks the earth as long as there are people, as your neighbor, as the person through whom God summons you, addresses you, makes claims on you. That is the most serious and most blessed part of the Advent message. Christ is at the door; he lives in the form of those around us. Will you close the door or open it for him?
Song: “Somebody’s Knockin’ At Your Door” (using solo/response for the verses; see GIA’s “African American Heritage Hymnal,” 348)
_____________________
VI.

Christ is knocking; but it is not yet Christmas, nor is it yet the great, final Advent, the final coming of Christ. And all the Advents of our lives, all the Advents we celebrate, are permeated by a yearning for that final Advent, the Advent of the words, “See, I am making all things new.”
 
Hymn: “Awake! Awake, and Greet the New Morn,” ELW 242 or “O Savior, Rend the Heavens Wide,” LSB 355
___________________


VII.

The time of Advent is a time of waiting, though our entire life is a time of Advent, a time of waiting for that final time when a new heaven and a new earth will emerge, when all human beings will be brothers and will rejoice with the words of the angels: Peace on earth and goodwill among people.
 Learn to wait, for he has promised to come. Behold, I stand at the door….And we call to him: Yes, come soon, Lord Jesus. Amen. 
Song: “Wait for the Lord” (Taize community), with cantor verses; see ELW 262
____________________________________
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