Always we Begin Again
Homily by Lisa Wiens Heinsohn given November 27, 2016
First Sunday of Advent: Isaiah 2:1-5

At one point I was with a family that was deciding whether or not to do
an intervention for a much beloved uncle who drank too much. The
situation was full of a lot of emotion: people weren’t sure how to move
forward. They feared that if they let the cat out of the bag, and
confronted their loved one about his drinking, they would never be able
to go back to “before”. They didn’t know how much hurt and anger
might be released by that confrontation. They didn’t know if the uncle
they believed was an alcoholic would be able to hear them and get
help. They feared that they might lose their uncle if they spoke up. But
they also feared they would lose him if they did not. In the end they
decided they would never forgive themselves if they did not say
something. They had woken up to the truth, both of their love for their
uncle, and of his decline, and they decided to launch into uncharted
and unwelcome territory, for his sake.
That moment of truth, and the intervention that followed, was a
beginning. It wasn’t the kind of beginning any of them wanted. It was a
beginning that carried with it the hope of healing and life. In the end
this family was willing to embark on such a beginning because they
trusted that the power of love and the hope of healing, born from trust
in God, could be stronger than the disease of alcoholism, and all the
years of hiding, denial, and suffering that went with it. So they stepped
forward into a new beginning.
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Today is the first Sunday of Advent. It is the beginning of the liturgical
year. It is the Christian New year. But our beginning isn’t launched with
fanfare and champagne glasses and fireworks and a countdown on
Times Square. Our beginning, the season of advent, is about ferocious
hope, and waiting, and longing, and trusting in the promises of God
that have not yet come to be. During Advent we live in the in-between
time – a time some theologians characterize as the “already and the
not yet.” Jesus was born two thousand years ago, but we are still
pregnant with the presence of God that has not yet been made
completely manifest in our lives. Jesus taught us about nonviolence and
speaking truth to power and loving our enemies, but we still yearn for
the time when swords will be beaten into ploughshares and the people
will not learn war any more. We need the presence of God to be made
flesh among us, to be made manifest in our actual physical lives and not
just in the world of ideas and hopes and dreams. We need the love of
God to be actual, in our relationships with our spouses and our beloved
alcoholic uncles and with our kids who are so gifted but who struggle
with bullies at school. We need the Word made flesh in our social lives,
in interactions between police officers and young black men, in the
interactions between police officers wielding hoses against protesters
in freezing temperatures in North Dakota, and in the polarization in our
country between a left and a right that can no longer even begin to
understand one another. And once per year, we have four weeks where
we dare to sit with our hopes and longings and needs and don’t rush to
fix them. We dare to lift up our voices to God and ask God for a
beginning that is utterly new, and that is beyond our capacity to enact.
This season is among the busiest of the year, from a cultural and
consumer standpoint. We do more shopping and planning and parties
at this time of year that possibly any other. In this season the great
temptation of our culture is to be doing from early in the morning to
late at night. But I would like to invite us all, instead, to a quieter, more
contemplative time. I know that the gifts must be bought and the
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house must be decorated and the parties must be planned and
attended. But I wonder, if you allowed yourselves to get quiet and
attend to the deeper lives of your spirits, what you might discover you
really long for. What new beginning do you need? What beginnings do
we need? What beginning is beyond our capacity to enact, like the
beginning of recovery that is beyond the capacity of the alcoholic, like
the Word made flesh is impossible for us to manufacture? How might
we prepare ourselves for the new beginning that we need, but that we
can only, in the end, receive as a gift from God?
Like pregnancy, the season of Advent is about preparing to notice and
name the new life God is bringing about among us that we cannot
control ourselves. What we can do is to become conscious of what God
is doing that is utterly new, and cooperate with that life, and receive it
as a gift. Sometimes that receiving involves having the courage to stop
the frenetic activity and the endless production and the taking care of
everyone else, and instead facing the longing of our own hearts. When I
was training to become a spiritual director, I had a teacher who was a
kind Jesuit priest named Matt Linn. When he was teaching us how to do
spiritual direction, he would lean over, look us right in the eyes, and ask
us, What do you really want? He didn’t mean our surface wants. He
meant, deep down, what were the longings in our soul? He believed
that to listen to our deepest longings wasn’t about becoming
narcissistic or navel-gazing. He believed that God’s Spirit can be found
in our deepest longings. He believed that the seeds of the new life God
wants to bring about among us can be found in those longings. He
believed that when we can name our deepest longings and direct them
to God in prayer, things previously impossible become possible.
This Advent, I invite you to have the courage to slow down, not speed
up. To do less, and listen more. To accomplish less, and carve out more
times and spaces in which you can get in touch with the deep longings
of your own heart and those of others. In the end, we only have the
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courage to name our deepest longings when we take the risk to trust
the radical promise of God for a Word made flesh – for love and healing
and justice to be made manifest in actual reality, in the real physical
worlds we actually inhabit. To trust that in Christ, in the power of God’s
Spirit, we always begin again.
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