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I decided to follow the traditional lectionary themes of Advent this year.  I don’t always do that.  Because the themes of Advent are a little odd – a little dark and unexpected during this holly jolly time of year.  We want cuddly swaddled babies and pretty music and decorations, and presents, and hope, peace, joy, love.   And we get … today’s lectionary scripture from Mark –destruction and darkness and the end of the world.  We get fear and trembling and chaos.  

But that’s the point of Advent – not that the world is ending, but that the world is full of contrast, paradox, the pull of opposites.  The light of Christ comes – into the darkness of the world.  The hope of salvation is born – because our sin and failure requires such redemption.  Jesus Christ was born – the Word of God made flesh, Emmanuel, God with us – exactly because humanity was not understanding the love of God any other way than God coming to live among us.  The old joke – God says, “Don’t make me come down there.”  Funny because we know God comes in the most loving way possible.  And God comes because God loves us.  The themes of Advent are all about contrast.  In this world but not of this world.  Waiting, anticipating, watching, hoping.  Not yet there in the full joy of Christmas.  Because the world is not yet all that God wants us to be.  

If you think about it, we know this.  The contrast of Advent.  We talk about the stress of the holidays.  We know about the sadness some people face this time of year when everyone else seems to be merry and bright.  We tell stories about the transformation of Scrooge and the Grinch.  We feel loss more profoundly this time of year.  We understand that the world is filled with suffering and evil.  When something bad happens we feel it even more profoundly.  And we feel compelled to stand up against that pain by giving or sharing or doing good.  The themes of Advent tackle that contrast head on and call us to live as God’s light in the world, to hope for that day when all will be as God wills, when all the earth will understand God’s love as lived in Jesus Christ, and when every knee shall bow and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God.  Hallelujah.  

The first theme of Advent, the first Sunday of Advent every year is always the second coming.  The word for the day is hope.  As we remember Jesus birth in Bethlehem, Christ’s first coming to the world, we also look forward in hope to that time when Christ will come again – when God will make everything right in the world.  So the scripture from Mark says “Watch!  Be Alert!  Stay Awake!  Pay attention!”  Look for signs of Christ’s presence in the world.  This isn’t saying … look for signs that the world is ending.  Because the scripture also says, “nobody will know the day or the hour.”  No, this looking for signs is about being aware of the reality that already exists - of God’s presence in the world, of God’s activity in the world.  You see over and over again Jesus and John and the disciples say the kingdom of God is here.  The reign of God has begun.  Already.  That is what we believe happened in the birth of Jesus.  God came into the world and inaugurated the kingdom of God, started the rule of God over all that is.  But a funny thing happened in God’s plan.  God didn’t just force everyone into God’s way.  God chose to give us choice.  And in so doing, God allowed two worlds to exist at once – the one where God is in charge – the kingdom of God; and the one where humans are in charge – the power of this world.  Advent is about recognizing – actually all of Christianity is about recognizing – that we can choose to belong to God or we can choose to belong to the world.  They exist at the same time – just look around – look for the signs.  Light and darkness.  Birth and death.  Holding on and letting go.  Quietness, stillness, and peace amid chaos, suffering and uncertainty.  Joy and sorrow side by side.   We know that God is all powerful and all loving, that God is in charge of our lives and wants what is best for us.  We also know that bad things happen to good people and that evil is alive and well in this world.  Advent pulls those absolute opposites right up in front of us and says – choose.  Choose to live in the realm of God.  Choose to believe in the light of hope.  Choose to stand by the power of God’s grace.  Choose to respond as a people of God.  Choose to witness to the love of God born into this world in Jesus Christ our Savior.  

There will come a day when everyone knows this.  But we are not there yet.  So for now joy and sorrow live side by side.  Light shines in the darkness.  The kingdom of God has come, but it is not yet fully realized.  God is in the world, but not everyone sees or knows God in the world.   Our job then, our witness now, our calling as Christians - is to point out those signs of God in the world.  Help other people to see and experience the love of God in Jesus Christ.  Introduce people to God.  Invite people of this world to choose the way of God, to choose to come to God’s world and to experience God’s grace.  That is the message of Advent, and Christmas, and Easter, and Pentecost.  Come to God.  Notice God.  Watch for God.  

You see I believe – the world is ready for God – past ready for God.  The world needs God – desperately.  And God is ready for us.  God is reaching for us.  God is beckoning, calling, welcoming us.  All we have to do is come.  All we have to do is ask.  The scripture from revelation says – to the thirsty I will give water, to the hungry God will offer bread – the very bread of life.  God will wipe away every tear.  God will comfort all who sorrow.  God will make all things new.  It is a promise.  God is with us.  

Scripture says “Look!  God’s dwelling place is now among the people.”  See.  God is with us now and always.  That is what we celebrate this season.  God with us.  That is what we share with the world every single day.  God is with us.  The signs of God’s love are all around us.  Look for God everywhere you go and you will find God.  Watch for signs of God’s presence and you will see God, and you will see the gifts of God.  You will see the light in the darkness, the hope amid the difficulty, the peace that passes understanding, the joy of God with us.  Look.  Watch.  You will see.  Point to God with everyone you encounter, and other people will come to know God.  Share God’s love in everything you do, and God will work miracles of grace through you.  This is the promise of God.   This is the hope of Advent.  
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“But in those days, after that suffering, the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light, and the stars will be falling from heaven, and the powers in the heavens will be shaken.
“Then they will see ‘the Son of Man coming in clouds’ with great power and glory. Then he will send out the angels and gather the elect from the four winds, from the ends of the earth to the ends of heaven.
“From the fig tree learn its lesson: as soon as its branch becomes tender and puts forth its leaves, you know that summer is near. So also, when you see these things taking place, you know that he is near, at the very gates. Truly I tell you, this generation will not pass away until all these things have taken place. Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.
“But about that day or hour no one knows, neither the angels in heaven nor the Son, but only the Father. Beware, keep alert, for you do not know when the time will come. It is like a man going on a journey, when he leaves home and puts his slaves in charge, each with his work, and commands the doorkeeper to be on the watch. Therefore, keep awake, for you do not know when the master of the house will come, in the evening or at midnight or at cockcrow or at dawn, or else he may find you asleep when he comes suddenly. And what I say to you I say to all: Keep awake.”

Revelation 21:1-7									
Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. And I saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying,
“See, the home of God is among mortals.
He will dwell with them; they will be his peoples,
and God himself will be with them and be their God;
he will wipe every tear from their eyes.
Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more, 
for the first things have passed away.”
And the one who was seated on the throne said, “See, I am making all things new.” Also he said, “Write this, for these words are trustworthy and true.” Then he said to me, “It is done! I am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End. To the thirsty I will give water as a gift from the spring of the water of life. Those who conquer will inherit these things, and I will be their God, and they will be my children.

The Word of the Lord.
Thanks be to God.
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