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November 28, 2010—The First Sunday of Advent

    Matthew 24:36-44

So, did you all have a good Thanksgiving?  I sure did—and when I say that I mean that I was able to have the quintessential Thanksgiving moment.  No, I’m not referring to the obligatory family fight.  I’m referring to eating until I was completely stuffed and then laying down on the couch and falling asleep.  Did any of you have a chance to do that?  That’s Thanksgiving for me:  being so full and so relaxed that you can just doze off in your chair.

Now of course, Advent existed long before Thanksgiving ever did.  And Thanksgiving used to have a different date—it was originally in October if I remember correctly.  Advent is ancient, designed from the earliest centuries of the Christian church as a period of penitence and prayer designed to prepare Christians for Christmas, the celebration of the Advent of Christ, the Incarnation of God in this world.  So it really is just a happy accident that nowadays, the first Sunday of Advent almost always occurs three days after Thanksgiving.  

You see, the scriptures for the first Sunday of Advent never focus on the story of the birth of baby Jesus.  They are always these jarring, clanging scriptures that describe the end of the world.  “Watch out!” these scriptures shout.  “The end is near!”  It seems well timed.  We hear these scriptures each year on the Sunday when most of us can easily call to mind the feeling of being fat and full and asleep.  This is the Sunday when we remember that we live much of our lives in that state—spiritually, if not always physically.  Advent is, at its core, a challenge to that spiritual state.  And so it begins with a jarring reminder that one of the central spiritual challenges of our lives and of our time is to WAKE UP.

It’s not particularly easy to hear the challenge of scriptures like the one we just read from Matthew, in part because it strikes us a just plain historically wrong.  The scripture comes out of a time in the history of the early Christian church when at least some portion of the church believed that history would soon come to an end.  They fully expected Jesus to return to earth and take groups of people away with him to heaven.  We know now that didn’t happen, and two thousand years later very few Christians today live with this kind of expectation of imminent apocalypse.  So when we read these scriptures now, it can feel like we’re peering into someone else’s world, a world that is very foreign to our own.

What’s more, we know that the few Christians who do take scriptures like these very seriously, who put apocalyptic writings at the heart of their faith, are not very easy to be around.  Focusing on the end of time can make you highly judgmental of other people, highly judgmental of yourself, and basically uninterested in the world around you.  Pastors I met in Africa who were very familiar with churches that preached a lot about the end of time called this “evacuation theology”.  The focus of the Christian life becomes preparation for departure.

But if we are too preoccupied with the problems of this kind of scripture, we will miss its gift.  The gift of scriptures like the one we read is not so much in their interpretation of history or the lessons they teach about how we might live in relationship to the created world.  Rather, their gift has to do with the spiritual tenor of the passage.  These passages are an alarm clock.  They diagnose us as sleeping through a great deal of our lives and remind us that we need to wake up. These passages charge us to pay attention to the part of us that is not full, not satiated, not all set already.

Can we go there this season?  To do so we would have to work against so many of the messages of the cultural Christmas.  But so many of those messages—the cheer and merriment—seem to have a hollow ring to them.  They so often seem to be covering over what we know to be true.  This is, after all, the season of growing darkness, the onset of winter.  This is the season when we most naturally become aware of the part of us that is hungry and yearning.  The part of us that is wondering and questioning.  The part of us that isn’t settled, isn’t satiated.  The part of us that is still searching.

It’s funny—those are usually feelings or qualities that we associate with the word “spiritual”.  Think about it—when we say about someone that they are really “spiritual”, what are we usually saying?  Often we are saying that person is peaceful, serene, centered, confident.  How did we get there?  Why don’t we think of spiritual people as those people who are on edge, searching and yearning and hungry and not quite okay?  What if those qualities defined what it means to be spiritual?

If we valued those qualities—as a people, as a church—could we enter into this season without a frantic, anxious need to fill up every empty moment?  Could we instead begin with a kind of curiosity, a kind of anticipation about what those dark and empty places might reveal to us, what they might teach us?

What would it take for us to wake up to our hunger?
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