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Has your house ever been burglarized?  
Robert and I lived in a sketchy part of Mobile, Alabama  

for several years and our house was burglarized--twice. 
We lost some things that I still think about, 

including my engagement ring. 
 which I'd left in my jewelry box that afternoon 
  to protect it from the chlorine in the pool          

    while I swam laps at the Y.   
Then there was the night I was sitting in the front room  

and heard the sound of the chains from our porch swing  
scrapping across the floor boards  

as someone attempted to drag it away.  
I sprang out the door screaming obscenities,  

not a very nice thing to learn about yourself.  
The thieves—there were two of them—dropped the swing and ran.  

And now that swing is on the front porch of our son’s house in Atlanta,  
that old swing that I kept at the cost of learning  

just how impulsive, fierce and ugly  
I can really become in a heartbeat.  

 
I don’t think leaping up and running after a pair of thieves  

while cussing counts as preparation  
 for unexpected things, do you? 

In fact it was a really stupid thing to do, 
and was, in fact, the opposite  

of what Jesus is talking about today.   
Preacher and former Dean of Duke Chapel Will Willimon 

says talk like this from Jesus  
 about the end times makes us nervous.  

We prefer Jesus to be an exemplary moral teacher,  
or the one to give us a little spiritual boost 

 and help us function a bit better in the world we have.  
But on the first Sunday of Advent  

here is Jesus saying be careful.  
Don’t put too many eggs in the basket of  

the present moment, because this will end.  
God is going to bring an end to things as they are.  

We have no idea when it will happen, but it will.  
We like our God to be creative and constructive  

but remember God also says, “I will destroy the wisdom of the wise.” 



 
 
When the group that meets in Hatcher on Tuesday morning 

read through these words, they got uncomfortable right away, 
 but I spent a lot of time trying to be wise  

trying to make Jesus words sound okay,  
make them not nearly as alarming, 
  as upending as they are.  

Because the words are upending, alarming, and purposefully so.   
There is no way around it:  
 Things we think will be here forever, end, 

and God is in the midst of the ending. 
.  

The first Sunday of Advent always begins 
in this unsettling, shake-things-up way. 

Advent, remember is not looking ahead to the baby to be born. 
The babe in the manger is a memory 

of a thing that has already happened; 
it’s a sign and a promise, the angels will say, 

that the world is not as it seems. 
In Advent we look toward the promise that Jesus will return  

at the end of time, and will come with justice and compassion  
righting all the world’s wrongs.  

We find this hoped for Day of the Lord  
in this morning’s reading from Isaiah,  

in the Book of Daniel, in Ezekiel, in all four gospels, 
and in the majority of Paul’s authentic letters. 

Every time we take communion we declare the great mystery of faith: 
Say it with me if you like: 

“Christ has died. Christ is risen. Christ will come again.” 
We don’t say the Creed very often here but when         
 we do say the Apostle’s Creed we say of Christ: 

“On the third day he rose again from the dead, 
and sitteth on the right hand of the Father, 

From thence he shall come  
  to judge the living and the dead.” 

From thence he shall come. 
And where will he come? He will come home, which is here, 

and with his coming “here” will finally be as it should be. 
Before that happens, what is here now will end. 

 
Advent is the season for taking out this idea 

of Jesus’ return, handing it awhile,  
and asking what it might mean for us. 

But first we need to deal with the distracting part,  
the part where we get all caught up in wondering  



whether being taken or being left is the better option. 
I am guessing that some of us assume that being “taken” 

means being “saved” in the manner of  
those truly awful, and not remotely biblical novels  

that have made so much money. 
But guess what? 

Once I got into studying these words again last week 
I was really delighted to discover— 
 that the meaning of the words can go either way! 

Presbyterian pastor Mark Davis,  
who is a lot better at Greek and Hebrew than I am, 

who writes the blog I mentioned last week  
called “Left Behind and Loving it,” 

Mark Davis points out that the word for "taken" and the word for "left"  
have different meanings in different places in scripture.  

Being taken, for example can also mean being kidnapped, or it can mean   
 being swept away, which is the translation we have in our text this morning, 

which is what happens to Noah’s neighbors 
who plod along with life as usual 

while he builds a boat in his driveway, 
ensuring that his family will be left— 

meaning left in the safe confines of the ark.  
In the story of the thief in the night, 

taken means stolen or  
gone for good like my engagement ring.  

The alert householder who keeps a sharp look-out for thieves 
 ensures that his valuables are left, not taken.  
But context is everything,  

because in a story that comes up after our reading today 
a group of bridesmaids who are prepared and ready  

get “taken” to the bridal bash.  
The ones who are not ready get left out of the party,  

and left out of the joy. 
As ever when it comes to scripture,  

context is everything.i 
 
The wonderful thing about that is that even though we hate  
 this kind of confusion, confusion in scripture,  
  and often confusion in life, can be a great gift. 
   Confusion makes you slow down and sit still for a time. 
Today the confusion around this story helps us stop and realize— 

“Hey, knock off trying to figure out if you are in or out. 
That’s not what the story is about, it’s not your call or your job."  

Instead, the story is inviting us to expect 
that all the things you think are permanent are going to end. 

—then live as though you know it.   



Let me say that over again: 
 This is a story that invites us to expect 
  that all the things we think are permanent are going to end. 
   —then live as though we know that.   
When pastor Janet Hunt was twenty-one and a senior in college, 

she was all caught up in the last year and months and days  
that seniors who have loved their college experience  

get caught up in.  
Then word came that a beloved cousin was seriously ill.   

She had only experienced the losses of much          
  older loved ones by then, Hunt says  

she had no idea that she ought to visit.    
So she didn’t, and in May her cousin died. 

Hunt did go to her funeral.   
“I recall standing with family near her casket,” she writes, 

“overcome by grief and regret.   
It was in those tender moments  

that her older brother came to me  
and putting his arm around me he quietly said,  

’She loved you, you know.’ 
I had not tended last things well  

and even so in that moment, she writes,  
when I was confronted by the consequences of that,  

I was enveloped by grace.   
And ever since then?  I’ve always tried to go.   

For I always know now that last things  
can, indeed, be last things.  At least for now.”  

 
Doubtless there are some people here today  

who know, like Hunt, about the taking God does, 
the taking that Jesus names today  
 when he talks about last things.  

You know about the unexpected taking away 
 of loved ones, of future possibilities,  

 and what it has meant to you.  
Will Willimon tells of going to Honduras  

with a medical mission team,  
and of an evening around a camp fire 

 in the village of San Marco. 
The team had been running a health clinic in San Marco all day. 

Someone had the idea “Let’s go around the circle  
and share a favorite bible verse,” 
 though inwardly Willimon winced a little,  
  worrying that fellowship might be replaced  

with some kind of forced religiosity. 
But the group offered their favorites and so did villagers 



with the help of one of the nurses who acted as translator for his group.  
His fears were unfounded, but then Willimon thought  

the translation process had broken down,  
when one of the Honduran women chose  

a passage from Luke 20 where Jesus says,  
and she quoted roughly  

 “that God is going to burn all of this up, 
 and that all of this will be destroyed.  

 I just think it’s such a comfort to know that.”  
“Did you translate her words correctly?”  

Willimon asked the nurse, “That’s comforting?” 
The nurse explained to Willimon that she had been talking  

with the woman that day in the clinic  
and learned the woman had had five children.  

Three of the children had died before age three from malnutrition. 
“And I got it,” says Willimon. 

 “Sometimes the difference between bad news  
and good news—that is gospel— 

is where you happen to be standing  
when you get the news.”ii  
 

I don’t know how the floods and thieves and kidnappers 
that move through every life have moved through yours, 
 or how your floods and kidnappers  

   impact how you’re hearing this word today— 
    as good news or bad news,  
     as a cosmic word or a personal word, 

that invites you to prepare for life’s uncertain certainties.   
I do know that Jesus says  

that when things are ended, God is there. 
  God is there, and endings happen 
   and one day, all things will end. 
    So Watch. Stay awake. The Lord is coming. Amen.  
 
 
  
   
 
  
 
 
 

i http://leftbehindandlovingit.blogspot.com/2013/11/like-flood-or-thief-or-both.html 
ii Will Willimon, A Sermon for Every Sunday for Nov 27, 2016, found online at online at 
www.asermonforeverysunday.com 

                                            


