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Advent 1

Luke 21: 25-36

In this season of waiting, give us moments of quiet.  Settle us down in the middle of our hurrying to get everything done.  Open our hearts, touch our hearts with the beauty of the music, the excitement of anticipation, the laughter of children, the love of dear ones.  Help us to wait, intentionally, for the coming of love: in Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

“What Do You Value?”

It’s the first Sunday of Advent.  The stores have displayed Christmas decorations since Halloween.  A local radio station has been playing Christmas carols since mid-November, and Santa made his annual appearance in the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day parade.  

Personally, I’ve been stocking up on Christmas gifts since September.  And on Friday, as many of you know, we braved Target, Best Buy, and Toys R Us to do some Christmas shopping with the kids while their grandparents were in town.  We didn’t get up at 4 am, but even at 11 and 12 it’s pretty crazy out there.  

Maybe you’ve started Christmas shopping, too.  Maybe you’ve put up your tree and/or started to set out decorations.  Terry took advantage of yesterday’s warm weather and hung Christmas lights outside.

If you’re getting ready for Christmas and expected Christmas carols and nativity stories this morning, you may have had a rude awakening when you heard the New Testament reading from Luke about the end of the world.  Perhaps you were expecting more of what the culture offers us.  Perhaps you’re a little tired of hearing these doomsday readings from the Bible about the end of the world and the end of Jesus’ life, and you were hoping for a little more joy and cheer-something along the lines of angels, shepherds, a cooing baby Jesus and a smiling Mary.

But in Advent, the lectionary hands-out our usual dose of end-of-the world passages and John the Baptist-Neither of which are very Christmasy or full of yuletide cheer.

Now, I wouldn’t be honest with you if I didn’t admit that for me, and probably for you, this is a very bizarre way to start the season.  Hearing about distress among nations, the roaring of the sea, and people fainting from fear and foreboding is not a story I’m thrilled to tell.  But the season of Advent demands a very different kind of preparation than the shopping malls and catalogs recommend.  And on this first Sunday of Advent, the Luke reading sets a very different tone than the cultural Christmas season that surrounds us.  

Vincent Van Gogh captured the mood of the Luke story in his famous painting The Starry Night (1889).  The painting is full of the bold colors and post-impressionist style he helped to make famous.  Van Gogh was the son of a Dutch pastor and for a time was an evangelist himself, so he was probably familiar with Luke’s story.  The painting depicts an apocalyptic sky like the one Jesus describes.  There are swirling clouds in bold yellows and white on deep, dark blue and black.  There is a bright yellow moon and very bright stars, described by one art critic as “rockets of burning yellow.”  In the background is a small town, with the church steeple as its most prominent feature.  In the foreground, a foreboding flame image connects the earth and sky.  Art historians take it to be a cypress tree, which in Van Gogh’s time would have been associated with graveyards and mourning.  The painting elicits different reactions from those who admire it.  Some see a frightening sky, while others see something bold and beautiful.

So, too, Luke’s telling of the last days.  Some read it and feel fear, while others read it and hear something hopeful and beautiful in the story.  That may sound odd to you, that some people hear something hopeful and beautiful in this story, but this is because for most of us, talk of the Second Coming makes want to crawl under the bed and stay there in fear.  

But Advent is all about hope.  The Old Testament book of Jeremiah gave its readers hope, when the prophet “The days are surely coming when I will fulfill the promise I made”, God says.  Given the devastation that surrounded Jeremiah, it’s amazing that he could see anything hopeful about the future.  But he knew that with God a promise made, is a promise kept.  He was sustained by the conviction that the outcome of human history was in the hands of God, who could be trusted to make everything right.

So too, Christ tells us to put our hope in God, who comes to us in this season as baby in a manger.  And God will come into the world again, Christ says, into our world and into your life and mine. That is the promise of Advent. God is coming. God will come with love and healing and hope into your life, whoever you are. God will come with light into whatever darkness you find yourself. 

 Jesus reassures his followers of this when he tells the parable of the fig tree:  “Look at the fig tree and all the trees; as soon as they sprout leaves you can see for yourselves and know that summer is already near.”  Think about spring, when the first jonquils and forsythia burst onto the scene, and what signs of life and hope they are after a bitterly cold winter.  When you see these things, Christ says, God is near.

And then he adds, do not let your hearts be weighed down . . .”   He almost echoes the words of Jeremiah when he says this.  He may as well have said, “The world’s a scary place, but don’t let your hearts be troubled.  I have overcome the world.  So wait in the midst of it all, just before the dawn, for in the midst of the night there are strange and redeeming events afoot.”

In other words, in the midst of everything that swirls around your life-the chaos, the busy-ness, the drama, things are happening-good things-so don’t let the worries of this life catch you in a trap.  Instead, look up, for good things are happening.  

Translation: don’t wait until tomorrow to begin living your life, because you don’t know what tomorrow brings.  So begin now-lead a faithful and loving life now.  Don’t wait for the end to come.  Live your life now.

And so, on this 1st Sunday of Advent, the 1st Sunday of the new church year, Jesus reminds us that not only is there hope because God is near, he reminds us to begin afresh-in our hearts, our relationships, our churches and communities.  Because we really don’t have all the time in the world.

I read somewhere that on this first Sunday of Advent, we’re reminded that life really is a delicate flower.  When I read this I laughed to myself, because I’ve always referred to my son Tommy as my “delicate flower”.  If you know Tommy, you know he’s neither delicate nor very flower like.  He’s a rough and tumble boy-a boy’s boy.  I don’t know why I started calling him my delicate flower, but maybe it’s because he came so early and in a delicate situation, so far from home.  Maybe in that moment I was reminded of how delicate life is, and how you just never know what tomorrow will bring. 

This Advent season, I’ve pledged to myself to slow down and take the time to enjoy my family and the moments that make the season so joyful.  I’m recording all of this by taking a picture a day, journaling a little bit about that day, and then putting the pictures and journaling into an album.  It’s called a December Daily album.  It’s my opportunity to record the little moments and big events that happen during the holidays.  It’s also my reminder to slow down and enjoy every day, and every moment, because I never know what tomorrow will bring.

Jesus reminds us today to prepare for the future by living in the present, so whatever else you do this Advent season-don’t put off for tomorrow what you should do today.

Amen.

