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Advent has begun. The Chrismon Tree is glistening. 
 The first candle has been lit.  
  And we’ve already enjoyed the bustle of 

 making Advent wreaths and beginning to think about gifts  
to give at Christmas in a few short weeks. 

Today is also the first day of a new church year, 
because we are people who live based on the story  

of God with us, not any other kind of calendar. 
 We celebrate this turning point by changing our surroundings,  
  bringing in the royal purple and pure white  
   proper for the coming of a king.  

  
All the gospel readings for the First Sunday of Advent  
 for all three years of the Lectionary cycle have to do  
  with the return of Christ to make things new 
   known as the Second Coming. 
The early church mothers and fathers thought the return of Christ  
 would happen any day; it didn't. 
  Or as someone in bible study said on Tuesday,  
   “It’s been quite a while.” 
Yes, we have been talking about the Second Coming  
 in Advent for centuries. 
  So it may be natural for some to box this idea up  
   as a dusty old theology that has little to say to us now, 
    wishing we could do away with Jesus  
     speaking of a time of chaos and startling signs. 
But every year I am moved by how right it is 
 to begin Advent with dark texts that speak of shadows, 
  in places where hope seems lost, 
   because every year there are real things going on around me 
    that are shadowy and fear-producing 
     and I am ready for an antidote.   
As one commentator put it, 
 “If you begin [Advent] in the shadows then you have to listen  
  alongside the traumatized soldier, the family in bankruptcy, 
   the separated refugee family,  
    the children who are still in detention centers,  
     the heartbroken addict and those who love him or her.  
Roman armies desecrate and destroy the temple,  
 ruining the sacred heart of the world 
  not just in first-century Palestine, but also here and now.”i   
Who here cannot think this instant “of some contemporary desolations  
 that threaten to extinguish the light?”ii 
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  And so we go in Advent from darkness to light. 
 How much more meaningful to pray earnestly “Thy Kingdom come,” 
  than look forward to nothing more than a few gifts 
   and a little merriment.  
 
Lesson one, then, is be alert for signs of God. 
 Books and classes on how to be alert and awake in the present moment 
  are everywhere now. 
   “Mindfulness” is the current term.  
    People who are mindful are not thinking about the past 
     or worrying about the future.  
      They are in the moment now, experiencing their lives fully. 
Jesus’ speech in Luke would fit right on the bookstore shelves today 
 next to the host of books on mindfulness.  
Be alert," says Jesus. Don't be worried, 
 or become dissipated or drunk,  
  which means both don't do things that dull your mind,  
   like drinking and overindulgence of all kinds, 
    and don't waste your life doing things that draw your  
     self and your concentration away from God. 
Jesus is concerned with the quality of our individual lives. 
 The words literally say, "Pay attention to yourselves 
  lest your hearts be burdened . . . and you are ensnared." 
   Yes, there are some frightening images in this text, 
    but don't let those blind you to Jesus' loving call  
     to self-care and full consciousness. 
 
Jesus is not talking only to the disciples. 
 He is in the Temple talking to everyone gathered there. 
  His call to alertness is for everyone who would be delivered from  
   the chaos of the times. 
Most of the chaotic imagery comes right out of the Old Testament, 
 from Exodus, from Isaiah, from the Psalms. 
The Son of Man coming in the clouds is from Daniel, 
 and it might be reference to Jesus' transfiguration  
  on the mountain, witnessed by Peter, James, and John. 
The fig tree is an ancient symbol of life emerging out of death,  
 That’s probably because in winter the fig tree looks so convincingly dead:  
  gnarled, weathered, and barren. 
Jesus’ language is peppered with strikingly active verbs:  
 we are to “be on guard,” to “be alert at all times”  
  and when we see signs of new life and hope,  
   to “stand up and raise our heads,  
    because (our) redemption is drawing near”iii 
We read Mark's version of this end time speech  
 week before last, and we were reminded then  
  that the writer of apocalyptic literature uses 
   unimaginably large language to anticipate unimaginably large events.   
    The return of Christ deserves such words, but it's hard for us. 
We may like Jeremiah better, who says in words  
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 more political than apocalyptic that "the day is surely coming."   
The day will surely come when a king,  
 the Messiah, in the line of David will appear  
  to execute justice and righteousness. 
He will bring equitable relationships among people.  
 He will establish impartial courts, 
   and protect the weak from the strong.  
 He will also exhibit the personal characteristics  
  that make such conditions possible—oh, how we long for that.      
By reading Jeremiah at Advent we are reminded  
 that God cares about the same political realities 
  that leave us cringing when we hear the latest news 
   --about personal integrity, peace, safety and security.  
    God cares about justice. 
 
Frederick Buechner has written that "no part of the New Testament 
 is more 'alien' to our age than the doctrine of the Second Coming,  
  partly because of the apocalyptic images it is clothed in, 
   partly because of its misuse by the 'lunatic fringe,'  
    but mainly because of its 'passionate hopefulness.'"iv 
Think about that for a second… 
 To hope for anything that seems improbable 
  is held to be ridiculous in our time.   
Passionately hopeful people are seen as idealistic and silly. 
 And so Lesson Two is to be reminded that being hopeful 
  is not actually alien to us at all. 
Look around you. Here we are, a body of Christ 
 that has met every Sunday in these mountains  
  for some 185 years. 
For some hundred and eighty-five years 
 we have decked the halls, put up wreaths, 
  changed the colors of the vestments, 
   and listened to words about Christ coming again. 
 We have sung songs and said prayers and heard sermons 
  and cared about each other’s lives and deaths. 
We have gathered around this communion table,  
 or the marble-topped one out in the hall,  
  and before that some other table  
   that some saint cleaned and wiped and oiled in its day,  
    and every time we have gathered at whichever table it was 
     we have been fed and loved 
      and then sent out to be God’s people in everything we do. 
Last Sunday we baptized a baby. 
 This week we baptize a teenaged girl. 
  Today we promised to raise Jordan in faith, 
   to love her and her family and support them, 
    no matter what comes. 
  How many babies, toddlers, teens or adults  
   were baptized by this church before today? 
    How many will come after? 
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I will have been your pastor for the last nine Advents, 
 but there were many before me  
  and there will be many in the years to come.  
   Hope is the work of Advent and of the life of faith. 
 Hope is not an individual activity, either. 
  There have been days in this building when you had no hope 
   or I had no hope, but others of us did 
    and they did the hoping until it was your turn again, or my turn again. 
     That’s what communities do, what the church can do and does. 
      We hope with and for each other.  
 
Former Harvard Chaplain Peter Gomes once preached that what we wait for in Advent 
 is something we have never seen. 
  Therefore we must not look to the past, 
   for there is nothing there, that can in any resemble 
    the goodness or rightness of the things that are to come.  
Beloved, we do know how to live as people of passionate hope. 
 In fact we need hope in order to live at all. 
Advent is that time when we let our hopes out into the light 
 to run free with the wind in their hair. 
One is coming who came in the past as a tiny child, 
 an immigrant baby who was lucky to have lived his first week. 
He came, and grew, and loved God like no other before or since. 
 His love for us, even us at this distance, 
   can still leap out from the page in ways  
   that leave us out of breath 
    when it hits us full in the chest where our hearts beat. 
He came and was and died and rose, but if that were all, 
 would we be the people we are?  We wouldn't be.   
    We would be people who live looking backward. We don't live that way.   
We live here and now  and we look ahead, 
  with our heads raised because we have been promised, 
  we and everyone else within earshot, 
   that our redemption is drawing near.  
Friends, that is why we declare the mystery of faith: 
  Christ has died. Christ is risen. Christ will come again.  AMEN. 
 
 
 
 
 

i SALT lectionary essay for First Advent, 2018, “Hope Is a Verb,” found online at 
http://www.saltproject.org/progressive-christian-blog/advent-week-one-lectionary-commentary 
ii Ibid. 
iii Ibid. 
iv The quote from Frederick Buechner comes from his sermon "The Hungering Dark," reviewed in Lectionary 
Homiletics, Vol VIII, No. 12, p. 33.  Both references regarding Kathleen Norris come from The Cloister Walk, 
Riverhead Books, New York, 1996, p. 24, and pp.53-54. 
 

                                                 


