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1st Sunday in Advent

Matthew 24:36-33

“I Was Hoping for Santa, But . . .”

Before we begin, I need to add one disclaimer, and that is I’m always so disappointed with this first Sunday in Advent and the Gospel reading.  I want to jump straight to Christmas and hear about the angel Gabriel coming to Mary and the mean old innkeeper who won’t let Mary and Joseph stay at his place and the wise men from the east who arrive 2 years late.  I don’t want to hear doomsday predictions about the end of time.  Preaching on the end of time is about as popular as the Grinch was in Whoville.  Thanksgiving is over-Christmas is almost here-there are only 27 days left to shop-I’m in a hurry and so is the rest of the world.  Let’s get on with it!

“Getting on with it”, though, is the exact antithesis of what Advent is about.  Advent is a time of waiting and preparation.  It’s a time to ponder and reflect on what the coming of Christ meant for the world the 1st time around and what it means (or will mean) for the world the 2nd time around.  Hence these readings about the 2nd coming.  And so in Advent we wait, and ponder what it means to live between these two times.

Waiting, though, is not what the secular world wants us to do.  Despite the admonishes to slow down, take it easy, and find some time for one’s self, the Christmas season is really about hurrying and running around like chicken’s with our heads cut off.  Get the cookies made, trim the tree, get the presents wrapped, search for the perfect gift, give up searching for the perfect gift and buy something nice; give up buying something nice and just get something!  And then get the house clean and throw the perfect holiday party.  Rush, rush, rush! 

Now, I don’t mean to add to your holiday angst, but it’s exactly at times like this that Jesus makes his big appearance.  

Matthew tells us that the promised second coming will take place like a thief in the night and no one, not even Jesus himself, knows when it will happen.  Only God knows when the time will be.  Just like you never know when your house may be robbed, you never know when Jesus will come.

Now I have to tell you, that the image of Christ coming like a thief in the night is not at all comforting to me.  There was a period in my life, in my late teens and early twenties, that it seemed like every time I turned around I had something stolen from me.  A camera, a purse, a bicycle, my wallet, money, clothes.  As many times as this happened, I never got used it.  I felt taken advantage of and I felt guilty.  I must have done something wrong for this to happen to me.  I shouldn’t have left my dorm room door unlocked, I shouldn’t have left my bicycle in the driveway, I should have taken my wallet with me.  Should of, should of, should of.  Those were the thoughts that kept running through my brain.  Not only did I feel guilty, I felt used.  And every time it happened, I was shocked.

So the image of Christ coming like a thief in the night is not a comforting image to me.  Let’s get on to Christmas, I say, because a Jesus who comes like a thief in the night. . .I don’t much care for.  But Santa coming in the night to bring me things . . .that I’m all for.

But Santa doesn’t come to all boys and girls, does he?  (At least that’s what we threaten.)  Santa judges who’s been naughty and who’s been nice.  

And you know what?  Matthew tells us that God will, too.

Yes friends, it’s true.  I feel like the Grinch for proclaiming it.  But Matthew’s pretty clear that judgment will come.   It will come.  And you don’t know when.  So you better be ready.

No, I can practically hear some of you thinking, “Really, Annie?”  People have been waiting for Jesus to come for nearly 2000 years and given that it hasn’t happened yet, it’s doubtful it will happen any time soon.  Probably not in our lifetimes.  So I probably have plenty of time to get ready.

Eh, maybe.  Maybe not.  You see, (again, not to be the Grinch), there are two somewhat indisputable facts about the Christian faith.  The first is that time began with God’s creation and the second is that it will end with God’s judgment. (Feasting on the Word, Year A, Volume 1)  That’s Genesis and Revelation, the two bookends of the Bible.  And in between that there are a whole lot of stories about people who did what was right and other stories about people who messed up, and some of them were judged harshly and some of them received mercy.

On the whole, of course, we prefer the stories in which people receive mercy.  The stories about God’s judgment are not our favorite, which is why we tend to shy away from stories like the one from Matthew or most of the Old Testament, for that matter.  We don’t like to imagine that God will actually judge us and hold us accountable for our actions, despite the fact that we confess just that in the Apostle’s Creed (he shall come to judge the quick and the dead, we confess).  We prefer a God who is nice and tame and kind to everyone, not one who will sweep up some people at the end of time and leave others behind.  

But as one theologian recently wrote: when we succumb to the temptation to domesticate God, Jesus ends up being just another nice guy and not much more. (David Lose, Dear Working Preacher, “The Undomesticated God”, November 21, 2010). 

 When Jesus becomes just another nice guy, the belief that we may actually be judged and held accountable for our actions is tossed out the window, because nice guys don’t judge.  But when we throw away the belief that God will judge, we throw away the belief in God’s justice.  Because the flip side of God’s judgment is God’s justice.  Without judgment chances are good that justice won’t happen, because a little fear of the Lord is good for us; it keeps us on the straight and narrow; it keeps us honest; and sometimes it’s the cattle prod we need to do something nice, especially when we don’t feel nice.  

Think back to when you were younger and living under your parent’s roof-the fear of getting caught doing something you shouldn’t be doing probably kept you honest or from doing something really dumb.  Perhaps your Mom’s gentle nagging to call your grandma or write your thank you notes saved you from being rude; maybe the fear of a parent’s cross look kept you from putting your hand in the cookie jar.  Well, that’s the way it is with God, too.  And just like you never know when your parents may show up, you never know when God will, either.

The trick, of course, is to hold the God’s judgment and justice together in creative tension, which is hard to do.  Conservatives tend to favor a God who judges; they believe that great evil will come upon the sinner.  The crooks will get their due; the Hitlers and Husseins will go to hell; bad people will be left behind to fend for themselves and the saints will rest pleasantly in heaven without any fear.

Liberals tend to favor the just God.  They believe that somehow in the end everyone is found to be in God’s favor; the Hitlers and Husseins have been utterly transformed into good people; the crooks have repented; no one is left behind; and there is no hell because everyone rests comfortably and peacefully in one happy place.  God’s grace and mercy conquer everything.

This tension between judgment and justice at the end of life and history is simply the macro version of what you and I face every day.  (Michael Lindvall) Parents encounter the tension in raising their children. We want to be kind, loving parents.  But children must also be held accountable for their actions.  

We face the tension at work with colleagues who need to be held accountable. Yet professional firmness must be tempered by a certain mercy. After all, nobody’s perfect. This tension between judgment and mercy stalks the criminal and civil justice systems; it’s present at schools, and in our city, state, and national governance. The question is always this: “You and I must judge, we must hold people and systems accountable, but when and how do we also practice grace, forgive, and start over?” The tension is everywhere – in the right now, and at the end to come.

With all my being, I trust that God loves me and wants me to be all that I can be. This empowering love means that God will judge me and hold me accountable.

But God’s love also means that God will show me a mercy and grace beyond my imagining. But how these two final truths – judgment and justice – fit together, is a bit of a mystery to me.

One of my favorite preachers is Fred Craddock. Fred’s an odd mixture of

Oklahoma good ole boy and sophisticated, world-class New Testament scholar.

Fred tells a story about getting in the middle of a red-hot theological discussion

between two rival camps of Christians. On the one side were the Pre- Millennialists. On the other side of the debate were their arch-rivals, the Post-

Millennialists. The issue is not simple and I’ll spare you the details. Suffice it to

say, it has to do with the end of time, the when and how – all the things Jesus told us not to obsess about. 

This millennialist debate raged in American church circles a hundred years ago and still flares up in places like Oklahoma. At any rate, Craddock found himself sitting in on a rancorous discussion when one of the true believers turned to him and said, “What are you, Craddock? Are you a Pre- Millennialist or a Post-Millennialist?” Fred answered, “Me? Why, I’m a Pan-Millennialist.” “What’s a Pan-Millennialist?” he was asked. Fred answered, “Well, I just believe that in the end everything will pan out.”

Somehow, by the mercy and judgment of God, may it be so.

And so, however you may feel about this apocalyptic story, it’s good advice to hear at the beginning of Advent. There is so much that can distract us from the life of faith, from service to neighbor, and from recognizing God in our midst. If we're honest, we might admit that the frenetic decorating and shopping and card-giving that consumes these next four weeks can easily become part of what sidetracks us. We end up preparing for Christmas rather than for Christ and thereby more easily miss the presence of Christ in the face of those in need and more liable to the judgment he speaks of in today's passage. (David Lose, Dear Working Preacher, “The Undomesticated God”, November 21, 2010).  
Take some time this season to prepare for Christ and ask yourself, are you ready?  If Jesus would come a like a thief in the night to your house tonight, what would he find there, and would you be prepared to meet him?

Amen.
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