Put on the Lord Jesus Christ
Advent Sunday 2010
Today’s readings are about the Second coming or the parousia – their message is one of urgency, preparation, and being ready.
Some people at the time when Paul’s letters and the early gospels were being written really did believe the end of the world was nigh, and the consummation of time was close.
In 1 Corinthians 7 St Paul - don’t bother to get married better to marry than to burn 

‘in view of the impending* crisis, it is well for you to remain as you are. Are you bound to a wife? Do not seek to be free. Are you free from a wife? Do not seek a wife...I mean, brothers and sisters,* the appointed time has grown short; from now on, let even those who have wives be as though they had none, 30and those who mourn as though they were not mourning, and those who rejoice as though they were not rejoicing, and those who buy as though they had no possessions, 31and those who deal with the world as though they had no dealings with it. For the present form of this world is passing away.’
One of the faith problems of the early church was that the second coming didn’t happen.

But we still speak about it in the creeds – ‘He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead, and his kingdom will have no end.’ Or in the collect today: ‘he shall come again in his glorious majesty to judge the living and the dead’.
What can it mean for us today? Many evangelical Christians believe in the Rapture – a massive storm like global intervention by God that will sweep up the righteous and leave the rest to perdition and conflagration. I suspect their image of it owes more to sci-fi space odyssey type films than reflective theology.

But there is of course the idea of judgement; of account. And that’s important. A bit of feeling judged is a good thing. But for me the language of the second coming is a poetry of the ultimate purpose of God to fulfil all things, a faith in the ultimate meaning of life; that in the long run God’s love for the world and his knowledge of the world holds us in a framework that makes sense for us.

Judgement also makes us think how we act. Advent is a good time for making that assessment. It’s no accident that the prophetic expectation of a Messiah emphasises the need for social justice or that the Church has extracted as an Advent theme Jesus’ early preaching about Social justice, the moral compass, and the need for practical Christianity; this is a key theme in this wonderful season of Advent and it is the justification of expectation and hope. What we hope for we can make happen by the grace of God and the example of Christ.
But I am struck by another image in the Romans reading:

Mae West once attended a gala performance covered in diamonds. Someone in the crowd gasped, "Goodness, what beautiful diamonds". Mae West retorts, "Goodness has got nothing to do with it".

Paul says: put on the Lord Jesus Christ. It’s a clothes image – a theme also taken up by Jesus in his preaching: Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink, or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing?

You don't have to tell me about clothes - I have two daughters; I was chaplain of a women’s college for 20 years. Do I look good in this? Do I look big in that? Does this top go with these shoes? 

But we all know that there is a real seriousness in Paul and Jesus when they speak of clothes. They are about getting your values sorted: is it to be clothes or righteousness, cosmetics or truth? Obsession with the trivial will divert you from the serious, but real commitment to the serious will allow space for the trivial as well. 'Seek ye first the Kingdom of God and these things shall be yours as well.'

As a matter of fact clothes imagery runs through the Bible from the fig leaf in Genesis to the twenty-four elders, dressed in white robes in the Book of Revelation. In the Book of Kings when Elijah is taken up into heaven in the chariot of fire his mantle falls on Elisha, who inherits his spirit, as if that cloak contains the values of the old man.
But St Paul uses the image most prolifically. In Romans he speaks of putting on the Lord Jesus Christ. And in Galatians he writes, 'As many of you as were baptised into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.' I think we all realise that what we wear makes a statement about who we are. I'm a rower, an academic, a clergyperson; I'm pretty, I'm independent, I'm powerful. So the metaphor has plenty of content. To put on Christ is to put on humility and graciousness and to put on all the values of loving patience and self-giving that the Christian gospel proclaims. It's a nice irony that taking no thought for clothing can be understood to mean the same as putting on Christ.

Then of course Paul's triumphant clothes metaphor comes in Ephesians.

[Eph 6:11] Put on the whole armour of God, so that you may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil. Fasten the belt of truth around your waist, and put on the breastplate of righteousness. Let you feet be shod with the gospel of peace. Take the shield of faith, the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God.

Putting on Christ is not far in meaning from another Pauline image being in Christ -  an idea that suggests so harmonising your will with Christ’s will that the two become one. Or to turn the metaphor on its head: it’s not far from having Christ in you, which symbolically we do every time we receive the holy communion; as the prayer of humble access puts it:
‘Grant us therefore, gracious Lord, so to eat the flesh of thy dear Son Jesus Christ, and to drink his blood, that our sinful bodies may be made clean by his body, and our souls washed through his most precious blood, and that we may evermore dwell in him, and he in us.’
So you can see how the themes of Advent make this a penitential season; a time for re-evaluation of values and priorities; a re-tuning of the spiritual engine; or wiping the slate clean and starting again.
