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'Twas the Time Before Christmas: A Time to Mend 
FIRST SUNDAY OF ADVENT, NOVEMBER 27, 2016 

Rev. Dr. Linda Even 
United Church of Fayetteville 

310 E. Genesee St., Fayetteville, NY 13066 
 
For reflection: By faith we understand, if we are to understand it at all, that the madness and lostness 
we see all around us and within us are not the last truth about the world, but only the next to the last 
truth.  Frederich Beuchner 
 
HEBREW SCRIPTURE READING: Isaiah 61: 1-3  
The spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me; he has sent me to bring good 
news to the oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and release to 
the prisoners; to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor, and the day of vengeance of our God; to comfort all 
who mourn; to provide for those who mourn in Zion – to give them a garland instead of ashes, the oil of 
gladness instead of mourning, the mantle of praise instead of a faint spirit. 
 
EPISTLE READING: Romans 6:3-5 
Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?  
Therefore we have been buried with him, by baptism into death, so that just as Christ was raised from the 
dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life.  For if we have been united with 
him in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his.  
 
SERMON: 'Twas the Time Before Christmas: A Time to Mend  

Each holy season brings with it the challenges of high expectation; the seeking of the Spirit for 
freshness in words and stories known so well in order that we may experience them to be a living thing in 
our time; all both shaped by and informing our current circumstances in life and in the world.  

This year, in particular, we enter these days of Advent a bruised and wounded people – battered by 
world events, confounded by the deep fault lines within our own nation, and often experiencing personal 
pains, griefs, stresses and challenges triggered by work, school, concerns about the future, and all the 
matters of life and death. Holding that reality against the lectionary's exceedingly dark guide for the 
season, I determined that this year we needed a healing time for the sake of our spirits.  Therefore, we 
will not be following the lectionary as we draw near to Christmas softly and faithfully in Word and music.  
We will seek a gentler approach, week by week, as in worship we trace a theme: "'T’was the Time Before 
Christmas when we take time to mend; to hope; to accept; and to pause." 
 This week, we look to our faith to begin the much needed mending of minds and spirits. 

Indian poet and Nobel laureate, Rabindranath Tagore, wrote this prayer: 
Let me not pray to be sheltered from the dangers 

but to be fearless in facing them. 
Let me not be for the stilling of my pain 

but for the heart to conquer it. 
That’s a faithful and powerful prayer.  I like it – except when it’s my turn to pray it. Because, when I 
find myself praying it,that means my first prayers have not been answered as I’d hoped. It’s sort of how I 
feel about this service. I am deeply grateful that our faith, our worshiping community, our 



2 

 
congregation’s network of clergy and lay pastoral care provide comfort, nurture, healing and sustain 
hope.  Yet, I grieve the pain, the unanswered questions, the loss and anxiety that crave those 
responses in these days before the holidays or on any day.     

The bittersweet truth of all that it is to be human is that we live most of our lives at 
crossroads –  at the crossroads of joy and grief; 

at the crossroads of comfort and pain; 
at the crossroads of blessing and curse; 
at the crossroads of need and response; 

at the crossroads of anger and rapproachment; 
at the crossroads of resignation and commitment; 

at the crossroads of faith and doubt; 
at the crossroads of despair and hope; 

   at the crossroads of hurting and mending. 
So it is that at whatever crossroad we find ourselves as we begin this season, we also 

find ourselves gathered as a community called into being by the one who died on the cross – the 
cross on which, not just Christ’s, but on which our lives and deaths were forever transformed 
into new things. 

Christ’s death on the cross was an ugly and brutal thing – an event to bring grief to 
those who loved him then and who love him now. Had our faith’s story ended on that dark day, 
there would still be – there is still something for us to cling to. The harsh realities of the 
crucifixion: 

relieve us from needing to pretend all is well (or even ought to be); 
relieve us from offering easy answers to questions to have no answers; 
relieve us from prescribing sugar pills for cancers of the soul; 
relieve us from plastering smiley faces over unrelieved anxiety, haunting fear, 

overwhelming responsibility and tragic illness. 
 Our God takes our lives, our needs and the depths of our hurts seriously when we feel ourselves 
on a death march far from the way of life. 

Yet, as we know so well, the story did not end on Good Friday.  Our God offers us even 
more than compassionate caring in times of need. In the resurrection, Christ was lifted from 
death into life made new.  It was a new life.  It was a different life – not a restoration or 
re-enactment of the old one.  For just as Christ’s death on the cross did not negate the gift of 
Jesus’ healing ministry, teaching and life; neither did his resurrected life erase the pain and scars 
of death on the cross.  At this intersection of life and death and life again, nothing was 
returned to the way it used to be.  Everything was transformed.  God stitched together the 
human and the holy in a new way, so that in the cross, mending began.   

As it was to Christ, that cross mending is available to us, a gift of our baptisms.  That 
cross mending means we too might walk in the newness of life – not just in the next life, but in 
this one. 

The wounds we need mended are not Christ’s wounds.  They are our own.  
Where whips lashed his back,  
job loss, loneliness, unkind words and divorce shred our self-esteem. 
Where thorns gouged his brow,  
mistakes made, guilt, regret, and disappointment in ourselves stab our consciences. 
Where he had nail holes, 

 our bodies’ biopsy sites pulse with disease and fear; grief and mourning pierce our souls. 
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Where he was stabbed by a spear, 
our national life was brutally wounded.   
 
Our wounds are not the same as Christ's.  But the cross mending that was his can be ours.  

We will not be made smooth and seamless as we were before.  There will be stitches and scars and 
experience lines showing.  Yet at the crossroads of life and death, our faith lifts up the hope of life 
again.  Not life as it was before, but life as it might yet be.  The faith which dares to accompany us to 
whatever depths we may descend or life may take us has the power to life us to new heights with God, 
in Christ, and by the power of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 
  
A TIME FOR MENDING 
In silence, name for yourself the darkness which most shadows your life and faith just now – – perhaps 
loss of a loved one, an illness, concern for a loved one or a hurting world and our national divide, 
discouragement or doubt, uncertainty of purpose or anxiety about the future –name for yourself the 
thing that most seems to impede your receiving the spiritual gifts offered by this season –the mending 
your soul most needs ...   
 
Come forward and place a votive candle on the table. Like the light we have in Christ, which no darkness 
can overcome, the flames of these candles placed -- in honor, in memory, in hope -- can push back the 
darkness of our pain and grief and light our today and tomorrow with hope.  
 
Standing in the hopeful light of these candles, reach into the fountain waters of our baptism.  Choose a 
cross to carry with you through the holidays: a reminder of God’s healing presence; and a sign of the 
newness of life still possible for us all through Christ. 
 


