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Have you prepared for Advent? Is your home all set for the coming of
Christ? Are the symbols of our faith placed with care around your
home? Have you noticed how many of them relate to Christmas and
how few relate to Advent?

When I first entered into the ministry I found myself in possession of a
small book that eludes me this year. The book was called “Symbols:
Signposts of Devotion” and it was originally published in the 1950s by
the Upper Room. Written by Ratha Doyle McGee, the book was filled
with pictures of everything from seashells to crosses. Each picture
came with a description of how the symbol had been used throughout
Christian tradition. I found the book to be fascinating as I served in
churches that often had interesting images surrounding the worship
space. The images in my small book were captured in stained glass
and surrounded my experiences of worship week after week.

I really appreciated the faith expressed in those images. After spending
hours picking through that book of symbols, is it any surprise that I
enjoyed the tradition known as “The Hanging of the Greens?” If you
are not aware, the hanging of the greens is a tradition where the
church is decorated for the season symbol by symbol. As the signs of
the season are displayed, the reason behind each is often explained.
The symbols are each connected with a scripture lesson marking the
purpose of each decoration placed around the sanctuary.

Through the service I learned that the holly and berries hanging all
around during the season represent the life of Christ. The evergreen



holly represents the eternal life of Christ and the red berries the blood
of his suffering. Decorations of cedar represented the royal Christ
coming into the world.

Inevitably, signs of Christmas entered the space and church life as
well. Candy canes represent the Good Shepherd who comes as well
as the shepherds watching their sheep. Candles and the more modern
Christmas lights represented the light of God entering the world. The
angel on the top of the tree is pretty self-explanatory. Even simple
things like the circle nature of wreaths representing eternity had
slipped past me as a child.

The symbols of Advent and Christmas have commingled over the
years to the point where they often lose their distinction. All of these
symbols speak of the joy of Christmas as even Advent finds
culmination in Christmas, but the symbols alone are not enough.

Are we prepared for Advent? Yes, Christmas is the destination, but
what about the journey between now and then? Have we prepared
ourselves? The service of the Hanging of the Greens spends a lot of
time focusing on symbols but ultimately exists for a purpose. Are we
prepared? Have we read the stories of the season? What about the
stories of John the Baptist preparing the way? What about the stories
of Elizabeth and Zechariah?

It is difficult to sugarcoat the nature of such stories. Quite literally,
Christmas goes down far more sweetly. Would we really want to give
out locusts cooked in honey? Such treats sound more like Halloween
than Advent. The stories themselves do not lend themselves to acting
out the parts. Would we go through the season with men remaining
silent in worship like Zechariah? Well, that might excite some people,



but maybe not the best way of going about things. We also cannot
send people to go live in the desert until we are ready to see them.

This is a season of interesting stories that are not easily wrapped up in
images, but we still need to get ready. How do you get ready for the
season? If there are few things to put on display, only a handful of
candles to light (and perhaps living a life that understands that Advent
is about more than getting a piece of chocolate out of a calendar every
day of December) then what can we do?

For many, the answer is to spend time with the words we just read. In
the Service of the Hanging of the Greens in the Book of Worship, the
question is asked: “How shall we prepare our hearts for the coming of
the Son of God? By hearing again the words of the prophets who
foretold the saving work of God.” 1

We read some of these stories every year. We hear that God is
preparing the way for Jesus through John. John is out in the
wilderness proclaiming that people should repent of their spiritual
burdens and sins. John offers water to wash people, seeks to help
people to straighten out their lives, and invites people to experience
forgiveness.

John’s proclamation is the very definition of how the first coming of
Christ came to pass for the ordinary people of Christ’s day. Before
Christ began his public ministry, this weird cousin named John was out
in the wilderness extending an invitation. For the people of God, the
words proclaimed got their hearts, minds, and souls ready for Christ.

What if we were to slow down today and ask ourselves the simple
questions that John’s message might give to us. If John believed that

1 Book of Worship, pg. 331



people needed to repent of their brokenness, then when was the last
time we looked to see if we were broken? If John proclaimed that
forgiveness was available, when was the last time we became open to
forgiveness? If John invited people to leave the normal spaces and
places of life to find God off the beaten path, then when was the last
time we looked outside of our comfortable spaces?

Just think about the good news proclaimed at the beginning of our
service for a moment. Christ is coming into the world and the world will
be filled with goodness. Ancient promises will be fulfilled, loving grace
will be shared, and the very light of God will shine upon us as a people.
John comes to prepare the way and the way that is being prepared is
absolutely amazing.

For John, the way to enter into this abundant life began with simple
acts. Acknowledging the dips in the road of our life before we and
others tumble into them, asking God to help repair the damage done
by ourselves and sometimes others, and trusting that the Christ who is
coming will bring life into the world.

If we spend time this Advent preparing for Christ, it might look different
than preparing for Christmas. Again, I personally do not want to have
honeyed locusts, but maybe you feel brave. I encourage you to look
beyond preparing your life with symbols and decorations this Advent. I
invite you to prepare your heart.

One powerful way that we can prepare our hearts is through the simple
act of sharing at God’s table. In a moment, we are going to enter into
communion, but before we do, let’s take a moment to acknowledge just
how fortunate we are for John and John’s message in our lives.


