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Sermon  December 2 & 3 2017 Advent 1 

 Nobody likes waiting.  Nobody!  One of the most irritating phrases you can ever hear 

is  “Be patient.”  Oooooooh.!   

 I remember my mother telling me before I went to the University of Minnesota, a 

pretty big school, “You have to be patient.  You’re going to wait in line for everything, your 

ID, to register, (remember, this is back in the dark ages of giant computers and punch 

cards!) You’ll have to stand in line for everything – so take a book with you – just keep 

reading.”  And I remembered that.  Now when I know I’m going to be in line for something, 

when I know I’m going to be waiting, I’ve got my book! Of course now it’s a Kindle. 

 Advent is a time when we celebrate waiting, (can you imagine that?) and today it’s a 

double waiting.  We celebrate the waiting of the Israelites for the Messiah and, as our 

epistle and gospel note, we also celebrate waiting for Jesus to come again – the Second 

Coming.  

Does that seem odd to you?  To celebrate waiting?  And yet, how many of us 

remember the great events of our lives not only as the events themselves, but also the 

delicious anticipation of those events.  It’s like waiting for a baby – after nine months of 

pregnancy those last four weeks are killers, but they’re worth every minute. Swollen 

ankles, impossible to balance, always on the edge of falling over, being a wobbly blimp, and 

yet the excitement…     

The Jews of the first century didn’t know or understand the sort of Messiah who was 

promised to them. They were suffering.  They were a people who were conquered and 

overrun and conquered again.  They begged to be restored to God “…how long will you be 

angered despite the prayers of your people?  You have fed them with the bread of tears; 

you have given them bowls of tears to drink.”  “Bowls of tears…”  

And yet, the Israelites dared to hope -- to hope that God would stir up the strength, 

as our psalm says, to “come to help us.” 

They expected a great hero, but that is not exactly what was promised. They couldn’t 

see past their need. They expected someone who would make the mountains shake, 

someone who could make entire nations tremble. They were awaiting a second David, a 

great soldier/king who would restore their nation. They expected a righteously angry God 
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who would deliver them from their oppressors, and while he was at it, punish those 

oppressors severely!  

Did they get what they expected?  Look what they got – the most vulnerable form of 

human being there is, the most vulnerable mammal of all: a human baby.  Totally helpless.  

Let’s face it, I doubt Jesus was born with a halo around his head.  No. Even though we 

believe he was wholly divine, we also know he was wholly human – 100% of both.  He was 

crying and peeing and making messes and insatiable and totally (and I believe this was by 

design) dependent on other human beings.  As fragile as every other human baby.   

 And he grew as other human babies do. Yet those who knew Jesus as a human man 

who walked among them had expectations too.  They believed what Jesus promised in our 

gospel from Mark. They believed that Jesus would return on the clouds clouds with great 

power and glory to gather his followers, “his elect,” and take them to Heaven to live with 

him.  They just knew it could happen at any time, any day, any moment – the Second 

Coming!   

Ooooooo, and a lot has been made of that, hasn’t it?  We are fascinated, let’s face it.  

Apocalypse!  The End Times!  How much money has been made from speculation about the 

Second Coming? Think of all the books and films! The Left Behind series!  

The human imagination is a marvelous thing, isn’t it?  

It can be hard to buy into it. We believe. We are people of faith. We want to believe, 

yet we are cursed by living in an everyday world, where the extraordinary no longer seems 

possible.  It was probably easier for the persecuted Christian hiding in a house church of 

Paul’s time or the peasant of the Middle Ages to believe in Christ returning in glory.  

Besides, if you look at our Gospel reading, Jesus describes his return, but he also 

says, “Truly I tell you, this generation shall not pass away until all these things have taken 

place.”  What does that mean? Does “this generation” mean the generation of the very 

people who were listening to him at the time, or does it mean the generation of the human 

race?  Who knows? 

But oh the speculation is fun – it’s exciting, isn’t it? Wow!  Waiting for Santa Claus 

has nothing on waiting for the Second Coming!  So it’s become hackneyed, hasn’t it?  We 

don’t take it seriously anymore.  

Expectations…  
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Think of the age Jesus was born into.  Think of what the expectations were for the 

Messiah – a King –coming in glory – a great warrior – who would vanquish all oppression 

and save his people.  A second David! 

 Is that who they got? 

 Think of our expectations these days – Jesus coming in the clouds – maybe in a 

chariot? – maybe with Moses and Elijah riding next to him? – all powerful? – all in white? – 

coming in power and glory?  

 Is that who we’ll get? 

 I doubt it. 

 Maybe Jesus’ idea of power and glory is different from ours.  Maybe it’s a look on the 

face – the way someone carries himself.  Maybe the Second Coming will be just as quiet and 

inconspicuous and vulnerable as the First.   

We don’t know what’s going to happen or how it’s going to happen. And we’re not 

supposed to. We don’t know what’s going to happen next, let alone anything about the 

Second Coming!   

But we are given an instruction: “Keep awake.”  

The ancient Israelites didn’t know how the Messiah was coming – neither do we – so 

keep awake.  To keep awake is more than just excited waiting, as in waiting for Christmas.  

To keep awake is to be vigilant, alert, fully aware, fully open to possibilities. 

More, much more than just not sleeping. 

This is what Jesus instructs us to do. He tells us to keep awake.  “Keep awake!” What 

a wonderful way to approach Advent!  Our New Year! To be fully aware, fully open to 

possibilities. Maybe we could learn to enjoy waiting!?! Where do we see Jesus around us? 

What does power and glory, God’s power and God’s glory, truly look like?  Like an army 

marching? Or does it look like a great garden of blooming souls, full of possibilities where, 

as John Welwood says, “The light of unconditional love awakens the dormant seed 

potentials of the soul.” The light of unconditional love awakens the dormant seed 

potentials of the soul. Let God’s unconditional love awaken you. 

How is God’s love made manifest to us, in us?  In the love we offer those who love 

us?  How many who need our love are we simply not paying attention to? In the love we try 

to have  (God help us!) for those who hate us? How are we called upon to keep awake?  
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Right now? Have we noticed that the person who is angry at us and/or we are angry at is 

glancing our way with a tiny little piece of hope?  Hope. Hope for reconciliation?  It is only 

with hope that we can joyously anticipate.  Hope opens up new ways of looking at things.  

Proust said that “The real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking new landscapes, but 

in having new eyes. “  God has wonderful things to show us if we are fully awake and ready.  

With new eyes. 

 Let us begin this Advent awake and aware, hopeful, with, as Emily Dickinson 

dreamed, “…our souls standing ajar,” and ready.                                Let us wake up and pray to 

keep awake.  


