The signs surround us. We detect the scent of fresh-cut evergreens. Walmart plays the musical soundtrack. The lights brighten our neighborhoods during December’s dark evenings. We satisfy our taste buds with everything and anything peppermint. We hold a card in our hands and read a message from family members or friends

. 

It is, of course, the Christmas Season. But, for the Church, the Christmas Season doesn’t officially begin until Christmas Day. Before we get to December 25, we have a time of preparation, a time to ready our hearts and minds, a time to slow down and engage in prayer and reflection. During these weeks, we intentionally create space in our lives for Christ to work. 

We use the term Advent to refer to these four weeks before Christmas. The word “Advent” stems from adventus, which, in Latin, denotes a coming, an approach, or an arrival. This year Advent begins on Sunday, December 3. As we focus on preparation of hearts and minds, Advent provides the opportunity for us to ponder the ways that God comes to us. God came into human history when Jesus took on flesh and blood. God comes to us even here, even now through the power and presence of the Holy Spirit. God will come again when Jesus returns to establish the fullness of his eternal kingdom. 

While we know that God has come in the past, is present here in this moment, and will come again in the future, life’s pressures obscure our ability to remember, to experience, and to hope. We yearn for God to show up, for God to give us a sign or a word. “Did Christ actually come; is he truly with us; is he really coming again?”, we wonder. 

In this sense, we identify with Israel of old. God had promised the Messiah, and they longed for the Messiah to show up! Using his usual medium of hymnody, Charles Wesley sought to encapsulate their yearning in these lyrics: 

Come, thou long-expected Jesus, born to set they people free; 

from our fears and sins release us, let us find our rest in thee. 

Israel’s strength and consolation, hope of all the earth thou art; 

dear desire of every nation, joy of every longing heart. 2 

Born thy people to deliver, born a child and yet a King, 

Born to reign in us forever, now thy gracious kingdom bring. 

By thine own eternal Spirit, rule in all our hearts alone; 

by thine all sufficient merit, raise us to thy glorious throne. 

During this Advent Season, I am using a devotional by Paul Wesley Chilcote titled Come Thou Long-Expected Jesus: Advent and Christmas with Charles Wesley. I will admit that I took a sneak peek at some of the readings. But Chilcote notes that the cry for God to show up does not belong to the Israelites alone; as Christians today, we share this ancient longing. Israel found themselves wondering about God’s presence amid defeat, exile, and occupation. In a similar way, the brokenness of our world and its systems confronts us. The litany of bad news that we receive on the evening broadcasts, at the doctor’s office, and from countless other sources causes us to question if God has abandoned us. “When will you come, Lord Jesus?”, we ask. We await, even crave, that day when Jesus will come again, usher in the new creation, and heal our broken world. “Come, thou long-expected Jesus,” we cry! 

But Charles Wesley’s lyrical prayer was not just about the future; it also reminds us that Jesus’ incarnation, his coming in the flesh, had implications for the present. Jesus’ birth sets us free from “our fears and sins.” As Chilcote explains, “Our redemption is all about being liberated from those powers, those forces in our lives that keep us from being the children of God that God has created us to be.” 

Charles’ hymn expresses the desire that Christ would “rule in all our hearts alone.” Seeking Christ as the sole ruler of our hearts propelled the early Methodists. John Wesley said, “By Methodists, I mean . . . one who has ‘the love of God shed abroad in his heart by the Holy Ghost given unto him’” (“The Character of a Methodist”; see Rom. 5:5). Methodists, the Wesleys asserted, pursue “universal love” that fills one’s heart and governs one’s life (“Advice to a People Called Methodist”). 

As we embark on this season of preparation, Chilcote encourages us to ask ourselves: “What is it that’s keeping me from being the loving, caring, compassionate person that God has created all of us to be? What are those barriers that stand in the way of that?” This Advent Season allows us to have a time of self-examination, so that we can enter the Season of Christmas ready to share God’s love with all those we encounter. 

When life confronts you with difficulties, when the pressures of the season almost overwhelm you, when the news cycle headlines one more tragedy, I invite you to join me in humming this hymn as a reminder that the One who was born in Bethlehem was not only a child, but a King. He was not only “Israel’s strength and consolation,” but he is the “hope of all the earth.” 

Come, thou long-expected Jesus. Release us from our fears and sins. Rule in our hearts. Let us live in freedom, sharing your love with all whom we meet. Amen! 

With joy and deep gratitude for the opportunity to minister with you, Melissa and I wish you a meaningful Advent season and a blessed Christmas as we celebrate the coming of Emmanuel - God is with us! 

Grace and peace, 
