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Active Waiting for Inner Transformation
T

he message is now persistent and clear – a message that will become increasingly more urgent as we approach the great festivity of Christmas: “Prepare the way of the Lord!”  Preparation is what we are all frantically engaged in as we plan and ready ourselves for the most exciting time of year.  And it is appropriate that it be so, if Christmas is to be that experience of joy and goodwill that is meant to proclaim.  An important event spurs us to put all our energy into preparing for it, and indeed the preparation is often as exciting as the event itself.  Unfortunately, often precisely the frantic pace of preparation and celebration reduce this annual season of “goodwill and joyful gathering” to a few hours, leaving us deflated, tired and ultimately more lonely and sad than before.  We know by experience that if Christmas is exhausted in frenetic but less than life-giving hyper-activity, Christmas is meaningless, a lifeless ritual of tinsel and muzak, not touching us in any way, taking a lot out of us and giving little or nothing in return.

T

hat is why the liturgy is so persistent with today’s mantra: “Prepare the way of the Lord!”, inviting us into a doing and an active waiting.  That qualification of “active” holds the key to the Christian celebration of the next two weeks, when we are called to engage in “a waiting” that will inevitably bring about a transformation in each of us – and not just for one day, but a transformation/conversion at a personal level, challenging deeply each one of us in relation to our God and to each other.  By that very qualification of “active”, Advent waiting demands that we take time out to reflect on what this time of year is all about, and try to make sense of it all by looking beyond the transient and the marginal of this joyful season and into the reality of the event then and now.  Advent calls us into alertness and awareness of God with us in every dimension of our human experience.   Advent waiting challenges us not only to make sense of the story, but to make the original Christmas our story in our reality today behind the external and the ephemeral of each day.
    We must stop and think about it, and then take up the challenge and “do something” with this time of “preparation”.    The call for us Christians is to prepare by doing, while we wait.  Beyond the maddening commercial hype that has hijacked this magical time of year, what difference have all our Christmases, or even just one single Christmas made to our experience here-and-now, to our waiting, to our struggles, to our rejoicing and to our mourning, over the years that we have left behind?  As we sing about God being one of us and angels carolling in the night sky, are we prepared to incarnate this God-presence in our life?  As we recall with great nostalgia the all-transforming event of Bethlehem, do we allow ourselves to be challenged, energised and changed here and now by the baby who is God?  Yes, this is a time of feverish activity – but an activity that has nothing to do of with the hype that commercialism has brought into our misguided Christmas story.  The “active waiting” proclaimed so persistently by the liturgy over the next three weeks challenges us to incarnate in our own life the attitudes, experiences and responses of those who lived the original event in their own personal stories.  Like Mary and Joseph, Elizabeth and Zachary we need to “Prepare the way” through a personal inner transformation, so that incarnation becomes a reality in our own time and our own life.

A

cceptance of God in our life has nothing to do with pious platitudes, but calls first of all for humble and sincere self-awareness, followed then by committed action demanding though this action-conversion may be, as Jesus himself repeatedly reminded his disciples.  To highlight the kind of transforming action that Advent-waiting needs to bring into our life, today’s gospel puts before us the figure of John the Baptist, one of the most striking and dynamic characters of the original Christmas story.  In the Baptist we have the first and ultimate exemplar of what acceptance of God in our life means, beginning with an honest self- appraisal and ending with a total commitment to transformation of self and the world.  For John, God was certainly not a distant stranger out there or up there, but very much “here”, “in our very midst” calling for a deep personal relationship coupled with a radical transformation of one’s life and the life of others.   For the precursor, the Redeemer is very much a present reality in his world and in the time and culture of his time – (“Someone IS following me, someone who IS more powerful than I am”) – pointing out to us that our Christmas cannot remain a memory of a distant place and time, but it must speak the word IS, a personal experience present in the “now here”.

John’s appearance is revolutionary in every respect, wild honey and camel hair giving a new meaning to such matters as diet and fashion.  However, the Baptist is not about externals, although externals are the signs of personal faith and of mission.  Through his fiery words and striking demeanour, he stands as the very incarnation of passion and commitment.  His very presence proclaims and demands a radical response touching the depths of the heart and welling up from the very self of hearers then and of readers now.  John the Baptist is about conversion understood as the only possible way of accepting the living presence of God in the human experience leading to a radical transformation of the very self.  He is about witnessing and about proclaiming the coming into the human story of “the One who is to come”.  He is fired into something much deeper and much more personal, and his striking lifestyle is only matched by the fiercely passionate words addressed to his hearers and to all of us who prepare to celebrate Christmas.  John the Baptist is a radical and unwavering prophet of transformation because “Someone is coming”, a “Someone” who will transform history and each individual story, and we need to be ready for such a coming.
H

owever, John Baptist is also the man of apparent contradictions, announcing his appearance and prefacing his passionate message with honest and humble self-appraisal, because God is the primary actor in the Christmas story and in our whole life.  Faith is primarily a doing by letting God do with us and by removing those obstacles that hinder the onrush of God into our life.  This “Someone” who is coming after him, is “more powerful” than he is, and he is not even fit “to kneel down and undo the strap of his sandals”.  If we are to welcome the God who enters our life and our story, we need to begin by opening ourselves to our God with honesty and sincerity and stand before this God in trust and hope, while acknowledging and accepting with humility, sincerity and hope any form of personal weakness, brokenness and need, just as John the Baptist did.  Only this kind of honesty will make us alert and aware of the presence of God in our life.  Only this kind of sincerity will energize us into confronting the questions thrown at us by Advent’s call for radical transformation.  

What is there in my life that needs changing so that I may truly be a person who knows that God is now part of my history?  Am I a person of hope because God is with me in my life?  As I celebrate giving during this season, am I a for-giving person?  As I rejoice at the excitement of children during this season, am I challenged to trust those around me just like a child trusts without presuppositions or expectations?  As my emotions are re-awakened while standing before the Christmas scene, am I prepared to pause in silence and say “thank you” to God and to all those who have journeyed with me through my life in a myriad of ways?  The list is infinite, and each of us can find a very personal “something” to do in preparation for the coming of the ‘Someone’”.  May we be people who heed John’s call for change and conversion, so that Christmas may truly be for each one of us a time of renewed life and energy in the sure knowledge of a God with us for all time. 
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