Advent Series: By Prophet Bards Foretold

#2 –“Prep & Landing”

Malachi 3: 1-4

(Luke 3: 1-6)

 Ever since I was a kid, I’ve loved Christmas specials on TV. Whether it was “reality-based” specials like those produced by Andy Williams or the more kid-friendly animated series like “Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer” or “A Charlie Brown Christmas,” I would make sure our black-and white Zenith was tuned to the right channel, the TV antenna was rotated to remove as much electronic “snow” as possible and down on the floor in front of the tube I would go. Yes, I’ve always been a sucker for that genre of television shows known as “the Christmas special.”

 That’s why I intend to get our Session meeting finished as soon as possible this Tuesday evening, so I can run home and watch a new Christmas special that will air at 8:30 on ABC. It’s a Disney 30-minute animated show called “Prep & Landing.” Have you seen the trailers for it?

 It’s the story about an elite group of Santa’s elves known as “prep and landing.” Every Christmas this high-tech group of specially trained elves are changed with the task of ensuring that every home is prepared for the arrival of Santa. They go ahead of Santa as an “advance team” to prepare the way for “the big guy.” It looks like a really cute show. So, Session, I’m telling you now, our meeting needs to end by 8:30.

 But wait a minute. I could just record it on the DVR couldn’t I? That’s right, I don’t have the black-and-white Zenith any more. Things have changed. I can watch it whenever I’d like. Nevertheless, I’m looking forward to viewing “Prep & Landing.”

 Thanks to the creators of this Disney Christmas special, I suddenly had a revelation this week, that the prophets of the Old Testament were very much like this elite group of Santa’s elves. Just like these elves, the prophets had a job of preparation. They too, were “advance men.” They were sent forth by “the Big Guy” to get things ready for his arrival. But of course, the “Big Guy” they served wore no red suit and had no sleigh pulled by 8 reindeer. The “Big Guy” they served was more awesome than that! His name was Yahweh! And his coming was promised from of old. His arrival meant not presents with a “ts,” by presence with a “ce.” His arrival would mean that the Creator, Redeemer and Sustainer of the Universe had come and all would be different.

 This Advent season we are hearing from that Old Testament “prep and landing” team called the prophets. And as we listen to them, perhaps we will be better prepared for the “landing of our Lord” on Christmas. For it is his “presence” that will make all of the other Christmas “presents” we might receive pale by comparison.

 The Advent elf we hear from today is Malachi. The prophecy of Malachi closes out the Old Testament canon. The next words of our Christian scripture are the words of Matthews’s gospel, which begin to tell the story of the Advent of Christ. So Malachi is an especially fitting Christmas elf to hear from today. 

 The name Malachi in Hebrew means, “messenger.” The prophet in this last book of the Bible comes as a “messenger” to “prepare the way of the Lord.” Of course, we have heard about the New Testament Malachi in the Gospel reading this morning. John the Baptist came on the scene just prior to the Advent of Jesus as one who was preparing the way of the Lord. And so there is a sense in which we could call John, Malachi, for he too is a “messenger.”

 The prophet Malachi lived and preached around 445 BC. That was a time after the rebuilding of the Temple in Jerusalem after the Babylonian Exile. By 515 BC, the Temple had been rebuilt under the leadership of Nehemiah and Ezra and so for about 70 years now Temple worship had been reinstated. But all was not well in Jerusalem. The priests and the people had gotten lackadaisical about their spiritual lives. Yes, worship went on in the Temple as usual, but it was mostly form and no substance. People went to church and went through the motions, but zeal was lacking. It was the same way with the priests and it was especially this group that Malachi had words for.  A kind of cultural agnosticism had settled in over the covenant people.

 I wonder sometimes if we do not find ourselves living once again in Malachi’s time. The celebration that is Christmas in our society I believe accentuates a kind of “cultural agnosticism.” Many people go through the form of celebrating Christmas without any thought to its spiritual meaning. As the Christmas season draws near we hear NOT about the “coming of the Lord” but the “coming of Santa.” Rather we hear about how retail sales this year compare to last year’s as though our salvation depends on the dollar.

 Malachi comes as a messenger to God’s people in this time as well and he says that for Christmas to have spiritual meaning for us, it will require the proper preparation – a preparation that only God can initiate in our lives. Malachi says that preparation involves…

…REFINEMENT AND PURIFICATION.

Malachi’s communiqué then and now is:

“Indeed he is coming, says the Lord of hosts…for he is like a refiner’s fire and like fuller’s soap. (v. 1b, 2b)

 A refiner’s fire – a blast furnace, the forced-air, white-hot flame that melts ore and brings impurities to the surface. Fuller’s soap – the strong, lye based detergent used to bleach impurities from cloth. Doesn’t sound very Christmassy does it? Doesn’t sound like elves gathered on a snowy roof guiding Santa’s sleigh in for a landing, does it?

 The Advent of the Lord is coming, says Malachi. And before it can be sweetness and light it will be fire and soap! The Lord of hosts is on his way, says Malachi, and he is coming with a blowtorch in one hand and a bottle of Clorox in the other. Because before we can be ready to cradle the newborn king, given to Mary and Joseph, wrapped in human flesh and laid in a manger, we must be refined and purified. (Some of the thoughts above were taken from a sermon by Scott Black Johnston entitled “Fire and Soap.”)

 One of the ways that this refinement and purification can begin in our lives in this season is by asking ourselves some hard questions. 

 The Nobel prize winner and Jewish writer Elie Weisel has told the story that when he was a boy, his mother would welcome him home from school every day and everyday she would ask him the same question. She did not ask, “What did you do today?” or “Whom did you talk to today?” She didn’t even ask, “What did you learn today?” No, she would ask young Elie, “Did you have a good question today?” (From Feasting on the Word, Year C. Volume 1 David L. Bartlett and Barbara Brown Taylor, eds.) 

 Advent preparation might begin with asking ourselves some good questions. Sometime this week, take 15 minutes and read the whole book of Malachi. It’s just 4 short chapters. In fact there are only 55 verses in the whole book. But did you know that in that brief number of verses Malachi poses 22 questions? (Ibid.)

Malachi, God’s messenger to us in Advent comes inviting us to ask ourselves some questions in preparation for the Lord’s coming.

· What needs to be refined from our lives in this season that we might shine forth as pure gold and silver?

· Where are the rough edges in our souls that need to be smoothed?

· What needs to be purified in our lives? Where is the dirt showing that needs to be washed away? How do we need to “clean up our acts” so that we are prepared for the Advent of Christ in our lives?

· The New Testament Malachi we heard from today – John the Baptist - came preaching “repentance for the forgiveness of sins?” (Luke 3:3) Of what do we need to repent that we might be refined and purified spiritually so that our “offerings might be pleasing to the Lord.” (Malachi 3:4)

 Advent questions our readiness, our righteousness, and our seriousness about welcoming the Lord whose coming to us is promised. He will indeed land in our lives. The question is are we prepped for that landing? Or are we simply going on about our business as usually, casually celebrating the cultural Christmas?

 Believe me when I say, I’m not trying to throw cold water in your Christmas. I am simply inviting you to consider the powerful import of Advent. Back in 1928, a young Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who would eventually be martyred by the Nazis for his faith wrote this in an Advent sermon:

It is very remarkable that we face the thought that God is coming, so calmly, whereas previously peoples trembled at the day of God . . . We have become so accustomed to the idea of divine love and of God's coming at Christmas that we no longer feel the shiver of fear that God's coming should arouse in us. We are indifferent to the message, taking only the pleasant and agreeable out of it and forgetting the serious aspect, that the God of the world draws near to the people of our little earth and lays claim to us. The coming of God is truly not only glad tidings, but first of all frightening news for every one who has a conscience.

Only when we have felt the terror of the matter, can we recognize the incomparable kindness. God comes into the very midst of evil and of death, and judges the evil in us and in the world. And by judging us, God cleanses and sanctifies us, comes to us with grace and love. (A Testament to Freedom: The Essential Writings of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, pp.185-186)
Advent is prep for the landing of God’s love in our lives in the Christ child. And the truth of the matter is that Christ came in that little child…

“… to burn away our impurities – and it pains us to know that our impurities and our failures cost him his life. But his fire is the passionate fire of love. And we can warm ourselves in its glow. Yes, Christ came to wash away our sin – and it pains us to know that he had to wash us with his own blood. But in his tender scrubbing we feel the loving hands of a mother’s care.” (Fredrick J. Gaiser, “Refiner’s Fire and Laundry Soap: Images of God in Malachi 3: 1-4,” in Word and World Vol. XIX, Number 1, Winter 1999, p.91)

 And so, allow the Advent elf Malachi to prepare you for the Lord’s landing in your life this Christmas. Allow his probing questions to be the impetus to refinement and purification in your spiritual life, so that you might have the most blessed Christmas you have ever had.
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