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Staying Awake Till the End
Matthew 24:36-44
Over the years, you have heard me tell a lot of stories about my best friend, Chris Joiner. As far as I know, however, I’ve never told you the story of what happened when Chris moved to the small town of Alabaster, Alabama. His son, Caleb, was in kindergarten at the time and he wanted to make an impression on his new teacher and classmates. His teacher was talking about littering and how bad a thing it was, when Caleb raised his hand. Now this teacher was also a member of the church where Chris had been serving for just a few weeks. Caleb announced, “My father litters all the time. He just rolls down the car window and throws his beer can out on the side of the road.”
Can you imagine a preacher doing such a thing? Thankfully, that teacher—and the thousands she told that story to over the years—put the story in the right context. A new child in class who wants to make an impression can sometimes say some wild things that may or may not be true.

That story came racing back to my mind during a quick conversation I had with the pastor of one of our neighboring Presbyterian congregations. Several years ago, she had called me with a liturgical question about Advent and I had offered here my thoughts about what this season is about. When I ran into her at presbytery a couple of weeks ago, I reminded her of that question, which turned out to be a mistake. It seems that someone was giving her grief for talking during Advent not just about Christ’s birth centuries ago, but also about the future promise for Christ to come again. And so I asked her if she was ready for Advent this year, to which her response was simply this: “I heard you sang Christmas carols at Massanutten during Advent last year.”
That may sound somewhat innocuous to you, but for pastors, that’s the liturgical equivalent of a pastor throwing his beer cans out of his car windows. And, like that story, the truth is not necessarily nearby.
Last Sunday I made another mistake in my Sunday School class. We were doing a one-session study on the church year, and when we talked about Advent, this season of preparation—of waiting and hoping—before Christmas, I asked them about what the mood of this season should be. Should it be joyful as we remember the first advent of Christ, or should it be marked by longing and restraint as we wait for Christ to come again? I can tell you that there was no shortage of discussion. By the end of our conversation, one of them quipped, “I bet you’re sorry you brought it up.”

Actually, I wasn’t surprised at the emotional answers at all. No season of the church year is more out of step with the surrounding culture than Advent. We’ve been listening to Christmas carols in the mall since well before Thanksgiving, and each year the preparation moves up at least a full calendar day. The world is ready to rejoice, and, in comparison, the church seems painfully slow to get on with the party. Advent is an ambiguous season, at best, because it asks us to recognize our reason for rejoicing, but also to show a measure of restraint, because the world is not yet the world God has promised it will be.
This season of Advent—the church’s season of preparation for Christmas—is a time when the church looks in two directions, and it serves to offer us a vision of what God is up to in Jesus Christ.  The word advent means “to come,” and so the church looks back with joy to how God entered the world in the flesh of Jesus.  And we also look forward to the day when Christ shall come again, to that day when all flesh shall see the glory of God, when every knee shall bow, in heaven and on earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord!  That’s why I’ve always talked about Advent as a time for the church to look in two directions.  We look back in joy and we look forward in hope, but whatever direction we look, we are marked by a deep longing.  We are longing for the day which the prophets describe as a day when justice and righteousness will rule throughout the land.
But, and Matthew tells us this quite clearly, we do not know when that promise will be fulfilled. We are simply encouraged to stay alert—to watch as we wait for God to do what God has promised to do. And if you’ve ever stood on tiptoe, leaning into some new thing, you know how hard it can be to wait with your eyes cast on some future promise. Even more, when you keep naming what God is going to do one day, you become even more aware of the places where that promise is not yet fulfilled.
That’s why our longing is particularly real this year.  We’re looking at the world around us and we’re discovering what the prophets before us saw when they looked around in their day.  They saw a world that was crumbling, a world whose very foundations were shifting beneath their feet.  And they did the only thing they knew to do.  They cried out for God to do something about it.  But they also did something more.  They also painted a picture for the exiles of what God was doing, reminding them that whenever God makes a promise, God is going to keep it.  And so, since the earliest days, Advent has been a time for the church to long for God’s promise of justice and righteousness to be fulfilled.

In a very real way, Advent becomes a time when our longing merges with the longing of God.  It’s a time of watching in anticipation for the coming of God’s promised reign.  It’s a time of waiting for God to set things right.

When your world’s crumbling, when you have no where to turn, the only thing to do is to look to the heavens and beg God to come down and do something about it.  Walter Brueggemann has written that Advent is a community of hurt.   Advent “is the voice of those who know profound grief, who articulate it and do not cover it over.”

The people who celebrate Advent are those who are not afraid to name the hurt that engulfs them.  Advent is for those for whom all hell is breaking loose and who have turned their life in every direction imaginable, looking for some help to come, only to find themselves shouting with the prophets: “God, you do something about this!  Break through the night with your glorious new day and come down here and do something.  God, just do something to end the hurt.”

“Do something, God, to bring peace.”

 “Do something, God, to heal my family’s brokenness.”

“God, do something to let me keep my job.”

“Do something to get my child out of Iraq.”

“Do something to take away the anger that is consuming me.”

“Do something to break the hold grief has on me.”

“God, do something.  Wake up.  Let your promised day dawn!”

Whenever we discover that the world isn’t what we or God imagined it would be, when we recognize the hurt, we call out to God in hope that God will do something to set things right.

In just a moment, you and I will gather at this table to feast on the grace which God will offer.  This table gives us a glimpse of our final destination, when people will come from east and west and north and south to feast at the Lord’s Table in the kingdom of heaven.  And the folks that we meet as we go forth from this table are going to be looking at us to see if we will witness to the power of what we have seen.  They will look to us for some hint of what God is up to in Jesus Christ.  So may what we experience here give us hope for the living of these days, as we continue to long for God’s promise of justice and righteousness to be fulfilled, even as we wait for the unexpected return of the One through whom the world will be redeemed, our Lord Jesus Christ.
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