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At Bob Dylan’s induction into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in 1988, Bruce Springsteen described 

hearing Dylan’s music for the very first time. Springsteen was fifteen, he said, and riding in the car with 

his mother, idly listening to the radio when “Like a Rolling Stone” came on. It was a though, 

Springsteen recalled, “somebody took his boot and kicked open the door to my mind.” His mother’s 

verdict: “That man can’t sing.”  

 

Here we are on the first Sunday of Advent – the season made up of the four Sundays before Christmas 

and named from the Latin word adventus which means, “coming.” It is the time when we prepare for the 

arrival of Jesus, in our hearts and homes, in our lives, and in our church, both now and in some future 

day that will surprise us, “like a thief in the night.” Our scriptures call us to approach this set-aside time 

in a certain way, doing specific things – like being awake and watchful, perceptive and noticing, waiting 

and attentive. But even deeper than that, the Advent call is for us to be available enough, attentive 

enough that the door to our mind might get kicked open, that Jesus might break into our lives and 

somehow change them with new hope or new love perhaps, or a change of heart, a reconciliation or an 

epiphany. Jesus is coming. It’s the season of possibility. “If I were to wish for anything,” once wrote 

Soren Kierkegaard, “I should not wish for wealth and power, but for the passionate sense of what can 

be, for the eye which, ever young and ardent, sees the possible. Pleasure disappoints, possibility never. 

And what wine is so sparkling, what so fragrant, what so intoxicating as possibility!”  

 

Jesus is coming, and the apostle Paul is all over it. “You know what time it is,” he writes to his 

community in Rome. Just as time had a beginning at creation, Paul tells them, so also time will have an 

end. Just as God brought all things into being, so also there will be a time when God will bring the 

history of this world to an end and usher in the promised new creation. This “new creation” Paul 

compares to a new day. What time is it? It’s time to wake up, get out of bed, and get dressed for the day. 

What time is it? It is that mysterious moment when the darkness of night begins to give way to shadows, 

and there is just enough light to know that morning is around the corner. This is a time of anticipation, a 

time rich with divine possibility, and Paul urges his people to action. It’s time to get up and get dressed. 

He’s coming. The holy one, the savior, God-with-us is coming.  

 

The clothing Paul wants us to put on is Jesus Christ: his life, his way of being are the garments that are 

to be put on as we get ready to meet the future, to meet possibility, to meet the new day when Jesus will 

break through and kick open the doors of our hearts and minds. What concerns Paul here is that in 

anticipation of Jesus’ arrival we adopt a new and more honorable way of living – putting aside things 

that dull the senses or draw our attention away from what is really important, putting aside quarreling 

and jealousy – things that destroy community and injure relationships. What Paul wants is for us to cast 

off the dark things, the things that dull and destroy and distract – and put on the armor, the cloak, the 

mantle of light – so that we can start living now as though the new day has already begun.  

 

Here we are in this tender, urgent first Sunday in Advent. As past and future stand still, here we find 

ourselves in the possibility and anticipation of now. All around us, and for the next three Sundays, we 

hear about Jesus and about his coming. We read in metaphor about what Jesus will do, and who he is – 
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clues about what we need to take on if we are to cast off darkness and put on a mantle of light. In our 

hearts we already know what those things are. Jesus is coming as a baby – born into a bleak and scary 

world of tyranny and fascism, dominance and occupation. Jesus is coming as a baby – meek, gentle, 

new, soft, open. He will come like a fragile shoot from the mighty tree of Jesse, he will come gently 

with righteousness and peace. He will bring blossoms to dry places, strength to weak hands, eyes to the 

blind, smoothness to rough places, and light to the darkness. If we are to put on the mantle of light, as 

Paul suggests – then we need to take on those parts of Jesus – gentle and new, soft and open – and, dare 

I say it – vulnerable. Putting on the armor of light has something to do with allowing ourselves to be 

vulnerable, like Jesus was, like a newborn baby before an emperor.  

 

So what I’m proposing here, possibly an incredibly unpopular idea, is that in Advent, preparing for the 

coming of Jesus, being watchful and ready, putting on our cloak of light, has something to do with 

making ourselves a bit vulnerable. Because here’s the thing: I think that vulnerability is, and can be, 

incredibly powerful. It’s what allows us – and others – to catch a glimpse of who we really are, our 

essence down deep inside of ourselves, our souls. It’s what enables us to connect with others and to love 

other people. Being a bit vulnerable is how we allow God inside of us. It’s how we become open 

enough, willing enough to receive Jesus when he breaks into our lives, like a thief in the night or a kick 

in the head.  

 

To be sure, vulnerability is a dangerous business. It’s hard work and full of risk. We tend to run from it, 

hide it, protect ourselves from it. Vulnerability requires an incredible amount of honesty about who we 

are – the good, the bad, and the ugly. In her new memoir, The Year of the Monkey, Patti Smith gives us a 

ring-side seat to what this kind of honesty can look like and achieve. Patti Smith, you will recall, is a 

writer, performer, and visual artist. She first came on the New York scene in the 1970s, known for her 

unique merging of poetry and rock music into what later culminated into 12 produced albums. In 2010 

she won the National Book Award for her book Just Kids, and subsequently published seven additional 

volumes of memoir after that. In The Year of the Monkey, her eighth, the mother of punk rock is getting 

old. In it she spends a year of what she calls “solitary wandering” from place to place, and, more 

specifically, from bedside to bedside of two of her dearest and closest friends who are dying: a friend 

and music producer from her earliest days in the industry, and her long-time companion, actor and 

playwright Sam Shepherd. What is so compelling about her account is the raw, bare openness of her 

feelings, her questions, her vulnerability as she nurses her producer friend, and assists Sam Shepherd in 

finishing his last play before he dies. No topic is off-limits, no thought too inappropriate to examine. 

She’s kind of fearless in letting all of humanity into her most private relationships, into the unique and 

strange crevices of her heart. And, as she discovers in her memoir, is that this openness, all this 

vulnerability she’s willing to muster gifts her with strength and resolve, offers her some healing and a 

great, powerful hope. Toward the end she writes, “This is what I know. Sam is dead. My brother is dead. 

My mother is dead. My father is dead. My husband is dead. My cat is dead. And my dog who was dead 

in 1957 is still dead. Yet still I keep thinking that something wonderful is about to happen. Maybe 

tomorrow. A tomorrow following a whole succession of tomorrows.”  

 

Vulnerability demands honesty, and also, a claiming of ourselves as who we really are down deep. This 

kind of honesty and claiming involves the laying down of the illusion, the lie that being perfect is 

attainable. Twenty years ago, essayist Anna Quindlen gave a now-famous commencement address to the 

undergraduates at Mount Holyoke. In it she bravely charted her plight from perfection to herself. “When 

I try to recall the girl I was decades ago at my high school graduation,” Quindlen said, “I seem to have 
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as much in common with her as I do with any stranger I might pass in the doorway of a Starbucks or in 

the aisle of an airplane. I cannot remember exactly what she wore, or how she felt, or what she said, or 

ate, or read. But I can tell you this about her without question: She was perfect. Let me be very clear 

about what I mean by that. I mean that I got up every day and tried to be perfect in every possible way. 

If there was a test to be taken, I had studied for it; if there was a paper to be written, it was done. I 

smiled at everyone in the hallways because it was important to be friendly, and I made fun of them 

behind their backs because it was important to be witty. And I edited the newspaper and cheered at pep 

rallies and emoted for the literary magazine…and if anyone had ever stopped and asked me why I did 

those things—well, I’m not sure that I could have said why. But in hindsight I can say that I did them to 

be perfect, in every possible way.”  

 

But when she arrived at Barnard College as a freshman in 1970, being perfect became unattainable. “…I 

realized at Barnard, a place populated largely by terrifyingly well-read women who all seemed to be 

elevating intellectual perfection to a high art, that I was not the smartest girl in the world. And 

eventually being perfect became like carrying a backpack filled with bricks every single day….at one 

level it’s too hard, and at another, it’s too cheap and easy. Because all perfection really requires of you, 

mainly, is to read the zeitgeist of whatever and whenever you happen to be and to assume the masks 

necessary to be the best at whatever the zeitgeist dictates or requires…But nothing important, or 

meaningful, or beautiful, or interesting, or great, ever came out of imitations. What is really hard, and 

really amazing, is giving up on being perfect and beginning the work of becoming yourself.”  

 

And finally, I think that vulnerability has to do with letting go, of releasing our choke hold on what we 

think we can control. My friend Dana is an Episcopal priest in Minnesota and for the past few years she 

has been ministering to her high school-aged daughter Amara (for whom we pray here at Trinity every 

Sunday) who suffers from a rare form of cancer. Over the years as our friendship has deepened, I have 

watched Dana become more and more open about what’s going on in her life, about how she’s 

struggling on a particular day, or how she’s feeling. She has valiantly resisted the urge to run and hide 

by instead becoming more and more transparent and generous about exposing herself and her grief to 

her friends and colleagues, and to the congregation that she serves. And I have watched her, over the 

past few years, literally cast out darkness and take upon herself a mantle of light – a process that keeps 

growing and expanding and illuminating. Despite the worst kind of emotional pain and uncertainty 

imaginable, Dana consistently chooses vulnerability and honesty, imperfection and risk. And the more 

she chooses it, the more she seems to be able to receive the love and healing, hope and compassion only 

God can give.  

 

For the past month Dana’s family has lived in a terrible space of not knowing. The university oncology 

team that has treated Amara for years decided that they had come to the end of what they could do to 

treat Amara’s cancer. As the family hung in limbo, waiting to meet with their new team at Mayo Clinic 

and managing their panic, Dana wrote this to her community: “…we are acutely worried. My former 

spiritual director, who I love, Sister Colleen Byron, taught me once to imagine all my feelings sitting in 

chairs in a circle. She said to notice which one is demanding all of the attention. The mantra she taught 

me that I use most every day is “fear needs to take a seat because courage has the floor.” These days 

courage has the floor. Happy Thanksgiving…love from our house to yours.”  

 

It is Advent, and Jesus is coming. We know not when. We know not how. But we are instructed to 

prepare now, in this moment, for the new day Jesus brings with him, by taking upon ourselves an armor 
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of light. As always, it’s an invitation, not a mandate. But maybe this year, this time, we are enticed 

enough by the promise that Jesus will break into our lives where we most need it to allow the face we 

show to the world to crack and open, if even just a tiny bit. Maybe it’s enough of a promise for us to risk 

showing ourselves and accepting the mantel of light. “This is the first, wildest, and wisest thing I know,” 

writes the poet Mary Oliver, “that the soul exists, and that it is built entirely out of attentiveness.” Amen.  
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