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A Homily preached by    “comforting the afflicted; afflicting the comfortable”
The Reverend Jo Popham       Second Sunday in Advent

December 4, 2011
 Isaiah 40:1-11

I must warn you that this sermon comes with a rating of “P” for prophetic. The

prophets of old spoke God’s word and some listened and heeded God’s voice spoken

through them. Isaiah’s prophetic message what was both new and old about what was

both promised and expected. Prophecy has not died away, my friends, but rather it is

being transformed generation after generation. The message of God’s word is being

transformed, so that even today it is alive and relevant to us. God’s unchangeable nature

however is always the same. God’s word does not pass away. God’s word has stood firm

since the beginning of time. We still hear and try to understand God’s words, those

spoken by his own son Jesus Christ for whom we wait again this Advent. But we also

listen to God’s prophets from a much earlier time to try to understand our purpose in the

world – to discern our callings to live into who we were meant to be. Isaiah spoke these

words: “Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God.” Comfort the people of

Jerusalem who were living in exile under Babylonian’s tyranny in a land not their own.

Comfort them because of their sufferings. But Isaiah’s prophecy speaks to us as well. We

learn from it as through it were fresh and new. It is like Advent – the message comes to

us new again and again. So when we hear “Comfort my people,” what do we hear this

Advent?

I have a priest friend who has always had this bumper sticker on her cars. It reads “I

am called to comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable.” Now I do not subscribe to

most bumper sticker wisdom. For me this modern proverb calling me to comfort the

afflicted and afflict the comfortable depends on where people are in their life’s journey,

for we all have at some point been afflicted or suffering, but we are also often been very

comfortable. I wonder if my purpose is to be a prophet this Advent at a time of new

beginnings, to remind us that our calling may not be just to comfort the afflicted, but also
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to afflict the comfortable. When I arrived at St. Andrew’s there had been suffering for a

while. Then we came out of the wilderness and began to focus our efforts on others in the

world, on others who were suffering and on others who do not know the great comforter.

During times of illness and times of recovery we do not seem to be troubled by necessary

new innovative ways of living. But then we ease back into the oh-so-comfortable ways of

doing things – wanting to live in the past doing things like they had always been done.

There is and will always be a place for the traditional way of doing things, but if we look

around at our community we have to admit that many of us are graying. Some of us have

retired and moved on to warmer climates to the west. Some have become infirm and now

worship with us infrequently or in our new homes in senior lodges. The communities

where we worship together at the Col. Belcher and Scenic Acres are growing every

month. But to continue to sustain ourselves as a community of faith here in the St.

Andrew’s neighbourhood, we may need to adapt some of our customs and endure a bit of

discomfort.

I have been relieved of late to accept that I am not in charge and that we are not in

change – none of us – because God is in charge! And since God is in charge why are we

so concerned about maintaining and living in our own comfort zones? I have been

reflecting on God’s comfort zone lately. Does God even have comfort zones like we do?

If God were uncomfortable with anything, I think it must have been the incarnation. What

must it have been like for God to submit to the limitations of a baby and then the

limitations of a human man? God, who created and sustains everything, how comfortable

or uncomfortable must it have been to become like us? For God, what was it like to see

God in Christ – a fully human Christ – and to see Christ in us human beings? The

incarnation is difficult to grasp. It is no wonder that the fathers of the church spent so

much time sorting out the language in our creeds and doctrines to represent the joining of

the human and the divine in one being – Jesus Christ. We do see God in Christ? Then I
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began to wonder about Christ Jesus being seen in us. This led me to wonder if God can

be seen in all our Anglican rituals and traditions and decorations and even our parish

customs.

Advent prepares us to welcome Christ at Christmas, and to share Christ with others.

But, are our sacred rituals welcoming? Does our liturgy draw people to Christ? The

prophet in me would have to say: No. The way we worship in our rich Anglican tradition

is beautiful, but I cannot say that our worship reveals Christ to new people. No, they are

drawn to Christ by what they see in us. We are Christ’s presence. We demonstrate what

being a Christian is all about. In our services during our beautiful liturgy, what might a

newcomer see in us? Would a visitor see Christ in us as we worship together? I have the

privilege of seeing your faces during worship, so I see Christ in your faces. But you all sit

with your backs to one another so you cannot see what the altar party sees. Let me tell

you about our Jubilation service – one of the new customs of St. Andrew’s. We sit in a

circle, and we interact with one another, in part because of the design of the worship

service itself, and in part so that we can see Christ in one another. I have heard from some

that the peace is the best part of our morning worship and that many come to service so

that we can share over coffee afterwards in a comfortable setting. We see Christ in each

other when we are not sitting comfortably (or not so comfortably) in the pews, and in our

stories as we interact with one another over coffee. Can we find other ways to interact

even in the midst of our traditional service setting?

Let me tell you a story that was shared at our last Jubilation service. It is a story of

getting out of our comfort zones to be Christ to one another. A disheveled man got on a

downtown bus. He was talking – murmuring – to himself. There was a woman on the bus

who took offense at his appearance and his conversation with himself, and she asked the

driver to put him off the bus. It was really cold that day, and the man just wanted a warm

place to sit. The woman was obviously quite uncomfortable. Perhaps she had had a really
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hard day at work and was irritated before she saw and heard and smelled the man who

got on the bus. Perhaps she was afraid. But sadly she gained the attention of the other

passengers who then started to complain about their discomfort with the man. The driver

was about to stop the bus and put the man out in the cold when one of our parishioners

moved over to the seat next to the offensive man and told the bus driver that he was

talking to her. Then she (and the other passengers) got to hear his story. He is homeless

and lives in a bush in downtown, and he has had great misfortunes in his life recently. As

more heard his story they changed their mind about having him put out in the cold. Our

parishioner got out of her comfort zone to be Christ to this man – and she was able to see

Christ in him.

Are we really being called to get out of our comfort zone to get the message of the

Gospel across to non-believers – or to poor believers – or to new believers – or even to

one another? I believe we are. Again, there will always be a place for our beautiful

traditions. But I believe with all my heart that we are called to follow God’s example of

the incarnation – to be Christ to others. Is that happening in our traditional worship? Do

we offer the true presence of Christ to others – to one another – to those in our

neighbourhood and community – to all God’s people – to those who are afflicted?

This Advent as Christmas approaches, I ask that we prepare for Christ to enter into us

in a new way by examining our own comfort zones. I ask us to pray about how we might

comfort the afflicted, yes, but also how we might embrace the inevitable change inherent

in being the comfortable who are afflicted with the need to spread the good news of

Christ to one another and to those beyond our walls. We have the opportunity to share

Christ – and what we have – with others, those at Aventa, those on our Angel Tree, those

who are new refugees, those at the Drop Inn Centre, those at local shelters, those who are

unable to continue to worship with us, through infirmity or age, and even those right here

in our own church. We need to ask God for the boldness it takes to get out of our comfort
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zones and take on our callings as Christians and Anglicans to be Christ to the world and

to one another this Advent and Christmas and throughout the year.

Lord, let it be so.  Amen.


