CHRISTMAS IS COMING, SO STAY AT YOUR POST

A sermon preached by Rev Allan Thompson at Wesley Uniting Church, Hobart, on Sunday 27 November 2011 (Advent 1)

Text: Mark 13:24-37

As I said in my introduction this morning, in the Christian calendar, sometimes referred to as the liturgical calendar, today marks the beginning of the season of Advent. It is the start of a new church year, and once again we begin the discipline of following the cycle of the major celebrations of the faith. Advent means coming, or arrival, and the dominant theme of this season is an affirmation that our God is a god who has come, still comes and will come to our world.

Now it is important to note that this is not the start of the Christmas season. In the Church’s calendar Christmas begins on 25 December. The wider community, especially the commercial world confuses these two seasons, but it is important that we are not confused.

Now I am quite happy for us to have a festive season between now and Dec 25. I’m all for it, in fact, but this season of festivity is not Christmas, despite all the messages we get with the junk mail crammed in our letter boxes, or the adverts on TV. Christmas is coming, there’s no doubt about that, but it doesn’t arrive until 25 Dec, and then we have the twelve days of the Christmas season to celebrate Christmas. 

Over the centuries Christians have found the four weeks of Advent a useful time of preparation for Christmas, just as Lent is a time of preparation for Good Friday and Easter. Advent is a time to quietly and patiently sharpen our understanding of the significance of what is to come. It is a time of waiting, and a time for waiting – waiting on the God who comes to us and speaks to us. 

Now some of us are not too good at waiting. If the bus is late or the plane is delayed we can get quite cross. If we want to sell a house or a car the wait for a buyer can be quite trying. Some women find the last month of a pregnancy a time of tiresome waiting.  A weakness of mine is that if I have a doctor’s appointment at, say 10am, and I’m still sitting in the waiting room 40 minutes later I start to get agitated and think of all the other things I could be doing. My agitation does not have a positive impact on my blood pressure which the doctor invariably measures. Patience is a virtue, they say, and I am still working on it!

And I wonder if the Christian community needs to be patient in its waiting for Christmas. Let’s not be seduced by the commercialism of the festive season, but be willing to wait. Let’s not fill our life with frenetic activity but be prepared to wait.

Today’s gospel reading is about waiting…and the challenge is not so much to patient waiting as to active waiting, waiting with an alertness which has one ready to act when the right moment strikes. “Keep alert” was what Jesus said. Keep alert or keep awake. Pay attention always, was what he could have said.

 I’m reminded of bird watchers who will wait all day for just one glimpse of a rare bird. In such a situation the bird-watcher is fully alert, attentive, hardly daring to blink in case they miss the moment when the bird appears. This is the kind of watchfulness that Jesus commends to his followers: an intense, loving unblinking attention.

We watch for him not like someone passively watching television, but like a bird-watcher crouching in the bushes or in the hide, poised and alert. Can your waiting for Christmas or for God be like that?

So my theme: Christmas is coming, so stay at your post.

Now let us look a bit more closely at today’s gospel reading. It begins by talking of strange events – darkening of the sun, absence of the moon, stars falling etc. Passages like this have been seized on by those who think they can predict an end to the world. You know, as soon as there is a terrible earthquake or tsunami or a major war or an outbreak of a terrible disease like AIDS there are those who say that these things are a sign that the end is coming. Some have said that the rise of terrorism or even the global financial crises are signs that God is about to intervene in some dramatic way. And there have been predictions like that for the past two thousand years, sometimes related to the return or second coming of Jesus. 

This is despite the clear words highlighted on the front of our order of worship this morning. Jesus himself said no one knows the day or hour, so those who think they can predict some kind of end time are deluding themselves.

But I suggest to you that nevertheless Mark 13 is worthy of our consideration. Mark was writing not to scare people, but to offer them hope. He recognized that troubling things do happen in and to this world. They always have and they always will, and at the time when Mark wrote the people of Israel were going through a terrible time which ended with the Romans starving out the city of Jerusalem before breaking through and destroying the temple. They were dark days indeed. But in passages like today’s gospel Jesus called his people to live in the light of God’s constant presence, and in the light of the hope that is beyond our present circumstances.

So this passage calls us to what we might call watchful living, being watchful not so much for end-signs but watchful for the signs of God in our lives and the life of the world. Be watchful for the signs of God coming to us. I for one am far more interested in looking for God in our midst in the everyday today and tomorrow than I am of God coming at the end of time. I look for the signs of God around me today. Watchful living has as much to do with being ready for God in our life now as it has to do with the end of the world.

Think of that parable: An employer goes off on leave. He gives all his staff tasks to work at in his absence, and then leaves them to get on with it. He tells the leading hand to keep an eye out for his return. So keep your wits about you and don’t slack off, because you have no way of knowing when the boss will be back. It could be any time of the day or night, early or late, and you don’t want to be caught unawares. The parable ends with Jesus saying Keep awake; keep yourselves on the ready at all times.”

Our God, the God of the Bible, has a long history of coming to engage with individuals and with the world as a whole. This same God is also one who has come to engage with the church. Are we ready to welcome that coming? Today’s reading is an encouragement to keep on the ready at all times. It is an encouragement to have hope that whatever else may be happening in our life or the life of the world or the life of the church we can have confidence that God will continue to come to us. That’s the hope of which we spoke when we lit the first Advent candle this morning

Advent is a time to wait for the coming of God. It is a time to intentionally wait, to await God, and to do so confident that God is not keeping himself distant, or remote, but is coming to us again and again. The big question is how we ready ourselves to recognize the coming of God.

For this God of ours sometimes comes in surprising ways. Last week we recognized that God may come to us in types to whom we may not feel naturally drawn. In earlier weeks as we heard the stories of Moses and Joshua we recalled that God came to the Hebrew people in unexpected ways like when Moses hit the rock and a supply of water sprung forth. We have to be prepared to be surprised, and guard against having a narrow understanding of how God may act, or preconceived ideas of how God may come to us or the world. God is not limited to acting in ways that we think are appropriate. God is his own self.

And the ways in which God has come have been quite unconventional. Think how many people failed to recognize God coming in the child at Bethlehem. Think how during the ministry of Jesus the religious people of the day on the whole could not bring themselves to believe that in the life and actions of Jesus it was God in their midst. 

That can be quite challenging for us as we think of a new future for God’s church in the Western world. Could it be that God is calling us to something radically different? We pray for God to guide us as we plan for the church of the future. But if the way God intends us to be church in the 21st century is one about which we don’t feel particularly comfortable are we still ready to welcome God? Or do we turn a blind eye?
Christmas is coming, as it has come each year. God is coming as God has come again and again. God comes to you, to us, to the world, to the church. We need to engage in watchful and prayerful waiting.

The Welsh poet, R. S. Thomas has described prayer like this: You must wear your eyes out as others their knees. Now there’s a challenge!
So stay at your post this Advent, looking for God coming – and be ready to act. 
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