27th November 2011 ‘Keep Alert’

SERMON by Rev Allister Lane
Psalm 80:1-7

Mark 13:24–37 

Today is the first Sunday of the season of Advent.
The word ‘Advent’ means ‘coming’. 
The word implies a process of coming, 
and therefore Advent is a season of anticipation of what is coming.

And in the Christian tradition there are two aspects to this ‘coming’. I am going to summarise them in two simple categories of BC and AD.

BC Advent refers to the anticipation of the coming of Israel’s Messiah. 
The story of the Jewish people (in the Patriarchs and Prophets) is one that points to the arrival of God’s ‘Anointed One’ – which is what ‘Messiah’ means.

And whilst some Jews are still awaiting the arrival of the Messiah, we celebrate this arrival in the historical person of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, who was present and active in creation. 
Christmas is the remembering of this arrival of the Son of God, Emmanuel, ‘God is with us’, the Word made flesh. 

So that’s BC Advent.

AD Advent is the anticipation of the same person Jesus Christ, when he comes again in the future.

We have both aspects of Advent, ‘BC Advent’ and ‘AD Advent’, represented respectively in today’s readings.

Psalm 80 anticipates the ‘BC Advent’; the first coming of the Messiah – the ‘Shepherd of Israel’ who will come to save people.

Jesus’ words in Mark’s Gospel point toward the ‘AD Advent’; the second coming.

And when we picture these two events in our minds, I’d suggest that one is more recognisable than the other.
The BC Advent, the first coming, is the one we celebrate at Christmas. And so we have Christmas cards with Nativity scenes, shepherds, wise men, etc. Whilst our culture bombards us with additional images of Santa, Frosty the Snowman, and the Coca Cola Christmas truck, there are still enough images of the original story around for them to be very familiar to us.

But the AD Advent, the second coming, is more mysterious. What do we picture in our minds with this anticipated event?

The imagery in Mark’s Gospel of the sun and moon being darkened, and the stars falling seems a million miles away from our reality of breakfast, the email Inbox, and Electoral Referendums.
What are we to make of this bizarre apocalyptic imagery?

What is Jesus telling us in this description of this future event?

Does this reading from Mark, with all its dramatic, apocalyptic imagery mean we should take the ‘dooms-dayers’ more or less seriously?

The kooky sect in America predicted the end of the world twice this year (neither prediction was accurate by the way – in case you were wondering!)

I would suggest that we are being urged to take Jesus’ second coming seriously, but certainly not those who try and predict the event. After all, Jesus himself makes it crystal clear: “But about that day or hour no one knows, neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.” (v32)

Our attention should not be distracted by sects that claim to predict the unpredictable.

Our attention should not be distracted by questions of timing, not what the second coming will look like.

While some are fixated with the signs of the second coming, that event is presumably going to be temporary (it will be the ‘curtain raiser’, if you like) And it will also presumable be unmistakable. 
What I’ve never heard much discussion about is what kind of reality will this second coming bring?

When the sun and moon have been darkened and the stars have fallen – what next?

This morning I want to suggest that, rather than a warning of doom, I think it’s more appropriate to see the words of Jesus as a message of hope.

In teaching about his second coming Jesus is giving us a message of hope –   hope found in the vindication of Jesus’ reign – for this is the reality that stands behind these strange signs in the sky.

We are given hope that the second coming of Jesus will bring together all human history into his gracious reign – fully and finally God’s good plan for creation will be complete.
Our hope is not to be found in the events depicted in the apocalyptic scenario, not in the darkening of the sun and moon nor the falling of the stars. These images of end-times, powerful and essential as they have been in giving a clear future promise to Christian history, are meaningful to us now only as they point to the abiding hope which stands behind them. 

That hope is the conviction that the reign of Jesus already acknowledged and celebrated in the church will one day be proved in a way that is conclusive for all. 

God's plan for the world will be vindicated.
Seen as a message of hope, we may reinterpret what this message means for us; and the response we are being urged to make.
And what is the response Jesus urges us to make? 
It is for us to ‘keep alert’. (v33)

Is Jesus saying this as a caution, that only those who are alert will be part of the action at the second coming? In others words if you’re not alert, you’ll miss out on God’s plan?

If, rather than as a warning, Jesus’ message is one of hope, then keeping alert could be about recognising the reign of Jesus as it is being fulfilled.
Keeping alert could be about cultivating an attitude of anticipation, whereby we assess things differently. 
If we are anticipating the fulfilment of Jesus’ reign any time, we may see precursors of this reign in the everyday: small acts of undeserved kindness, beauty and goodness, opportunities for us to serve others in ways that echo Jesus’ reign). 

Keeping alert is not then about dreading a doomsday when all comes to an end, but rather anticipating the fulfilment of all God is doing. 
By keeping alert we come to see the ‘signs of God’ all around us, right now.

I wonder if, like me, you’ve ever had that experience when you need to buy a washing machine.

I call this my ‘washing machine theory’.

When you find yourself needing to buy a washing machine, and where in the past you’d swear there were never so many advertisements for vacuum cleaners, now you’re seeing them on sale everywhere in the newspaper and on TV! 
It’s because we are ‘tuned’ into looking for washing machines. 
Maybe it’s a similar ‘tuned in’ awareness that Jesus is urging us to cultivate.

If nothing else, being tuned in this way; by keeping alert offers us the confidence to continue to participate in the ministry and mission of Jesus. 

Even when the ‘reality’ around us declares that the enemies of God are still active and powerful, hope and mission can continue.

Even when financial systems collapse; people are brutalised by poverty; war and conflict abound – we are urged to keep alert to the signs of Jesus’ reign, present with us now, and to come in its fullness.

So in the weeks ahead as we lead up to Christmas, keep alert to the signs of Jesus reign around us.

As you walk through busy shopping streets may you keep alert to Jesus in our midst – whether in the single mum struggling to control crying children; the busker playing background music; or the anxious shopper searching for a carpark. 
Even in the whole, awful, noisy, commercialised Christmas the voice and image of Jesus – the Incarnate one – is present and we might reverse our natural default positions (of moaning about the busyness and tackiness of Christmas) to thank God for all the signs of His reign in busy places (busy like Bethlehem was!).
Jesus’ message is one on hope and one of reality.

This is an important message for us to remember at the start of Advent. This is to be a time of honesty and truth telling, so that we do not get absorbed in the sweet evasions of reality that are often associated with the Christmas season. 
We all know that the world is in a mess; we all know that we have some degree of responsibility for that mess, and we need to be reminded of that responsibility and our privilege of addressing the issue. We are called by God’s grace to live out our inheritance as the children of God, and be creative, loving and responsive. 
It’s not a time for sentimentality but reality as we acknowledge our own need for divine grace. When we honestly pray the words of Psalm 80 ‘Restore us, O God; let your face shine, that we may be saved.’ (v3) we discover that the redemptive dimensions of Advent and Christmas are becoming our reality.
In recognising our need for God’s grace and salvation, we anticipate forgiveness that comes from God’s initiative in the coming of Jesus.
Keeping alert cultivates in us an attitude of anticipation whereby we assess things differently. 

And so we don’t have to settle for either the horrific and terrifying threats to humanity, or the schmaltz and sentiment of the Christmas season. 
Jesus calls us to a truly counter-cultural response in hoping for the coming of God’s promise to fulfil His plans for the world.

Jesus offers us his promise...
Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away. (v31)

Thanks be to God!

Amen.
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