
Advent Cleaning 

I began decorating for this wonderful season last week. Because I’ve been living in community 
for the last few years I don’t have a lot of my own decorations. And recently I received a box of 
Christmas decorations donated from my parents and it was a good-sized box. I was excited to have 
something to decorate with and when I opened the box I found approximately two feet of holiday 
greenery, three strings of multicolored lights and surprisingly the bulk of the contents were forty-eight 
maroon bows. 

Thus, I now have a small apartment, mostly set in red, that looks largely the same except for an 
additional forty-four maroon bows. (Four were lost in the process.) It is, admittedly, not my best 
decorating attempt but it’s been fun, it’s funny to me and, on the whole, I think it will be funny to the 
guests who will celebrate with me this season. In Advent, leading up to Christmas, I am grateful for 
things like this--the joyful, the merry and bright. 

 It’s funny to me that as we prepare for Christmas we meet John the Baptist, every year, on a 
Sunday in Advent. He is not the one I would choose to encounter as I think about decorations and 
parties and menus. But here is John the Baptist, the ascetic and the prophet clothed in camel hair and 
eating locusts and wild honey to tell us this message of repentance. 

And try as I might, and certainly do, John may not be the kind of guy who would really 
appreciate forty maroon bows. He’s not exactly the life of the party but he is very important.  

John paves the way for Jesus, and he deserves our respect and attention. The gospels tell us 
about how important he is. His actions are the first story all our gospels share; he is the only other 
person besides Jesus Christ whose life we hear about from birth to death. He was heralded by many as 
the messiah but, humbly, he denied that claim and pointed to Jesus. John the Baptist knows a great deal 
about the Truth, and although I have an easier time relating to One who dines with tax collectors and 
sinners, John is essential in paving the way for Jesus Christ.  

And John comes to prepare us. 

And his message is repentance. It’s a message for Jews, Gentiles, Scribes and Pharisees, for all of 
them and for us. Repent, the Kingdom of God has come near.  

I’ve likened it this year to cleaning up. When I invite people over, I like a clean space. It helps me 
to prepare for them being there, it is, in some small way, a gesture of welcome and excitement. The 
cleaning up is not the party, it isn’t the most fun or stimulating part for me, but it is important and it can 
and does hold meaning. The cleaning up is an important part of marking something as special, as out of 
the ordinary, it’s important to set something apart for celebration. 

And, so, fittingly, this message comes before Christmas. We are asked to clean-up a little before 
Christmas. Christmas doesn’t happen entirely at our convenience, while it is for us and a gift to us, it is 
not so special, we do not receive it with so much meaning or feeling or experience it so sharply or as 
something holy, without some of the anticipation or preparation beforehand.  

And John’s here to tell us, Repent—turn or return to, draw close—all possible synonyms—
repent, for the Kingdom of God is near.  



I heard a Rabbi once talk about why we repent? Repent, in the Jewish faith, is called Teshuvah. It 
is, again, a drawing closer perhaps from what we have grown some distance from. It is a return to or a 
turning back to the direction we are actually oriented for. Repentance is a time for us to evaluate what 
in our life needs a change. Surprisingly, he points out repentance is not the most popular concept, even 
though you’d think we’d want to be better, to be more good, but it’s not so popular because it requires 
us to change something.  

 Really, I think I can understand why it is largely unpopular. I’m quite pleased to think about 
parties I will go to and look at holiday recipes rather than I am to evaluate what in my own self could use 
a turning, a redirecting back to God. When I think about praying and asking God to show me what or 
how I need to repent, the task to sit down and ask can feel overwhelming of even frightening. To ask, 
Please God show me all the things I do wrong and then don’t stop there, but also show me how I can 
change and be better, be more like the person you know I can be. God, it’s not the most exciting 
conversation to have with our God, as all-loving as God may be. But, this is a conversation with our 
loving God, our God who we are now preparing to welcome that entered into our human life. But I have 
found that God shows us the repentance we need in doses we can handle. I have found it helpful to think 
of repentance as more of a turning or returning, it need not always be a drastic change, a complete 
abandonment of actions or habit, it can be a gentle and subtle turn, that with small pivots will eventually 
have us facing the Christ who loves us and calls us and from whom we receive the light of life. 

And we don’t do the work of repentance for our good alone, it is not a solitary action. And, as 
our Gospel and the faith that has a body of wisdom greater than our own bigger illumine, there is 
something valuable in repentance. Repentance prepares a way not only for us to more fully encounter 
Jesus and know him in our daily life and action, but it prepares a way for him to enter the world in a 
more profound and effective way, through us. It is a returning to a truer way of living in alignment with 
how God calls us and who that is, is who we share with others. 

We do this work, this preparation not for the sake of repentance but because of what we 
believe in—that the Kingdom of God is near, that Christ who we look forward to at Christmas is 
wonderful, is saving. All the preparation is because of what is truly at hand. This is a season of faith, 
belief, wonder and awe. And our turning or drawing closer to God is a preparation for what is truly at 
hand, but takes faith to see. We prepare for a Christmas that is more than forty-four bows, actually it is 
more than family gathered on a holiday, the family, the decorations are gathered because of the Christ 
who his followers have been celebrating for centuries—the God entering our humanity that changes life, 
that changes and saves our world through love beyond what we can fathom. 

So perhaps John the Baptist may not appreciate the forty-four bows in my small apartment but I 
trust that if there is space in me, prepared to welcome those who I celebrate with and the Christ I wait 
to welcome in new, it’s just fine. The decorations are there because we are about to celebrate 
something magnificent, but, right now, we prepare because the coming of Christ, the birth of Jesus 
deserves special attention and care. So, perhaps we clean up a bit more because there is a very special 
guest and savior that is due in our lives soon. And this turning, this returning, this cleaning up in us in not 
a part of this season to overlook but a meaningful piece of this wonderful and life-changing gift and 
celebration we prepare to receive.  

Amen. 


