
Keeping Watch

Isaiah 64:1-9; Psalm 80:1-7, 17-19; 1 Corinthians 1:3-9; *Mark 13:24-37

“In those days, after the suffering of that time, the sun will become dark, and the moon won’t

give its light. The stars will fall from the sky, and the planets and other heavenly bodies will be

shaken. Then they will see the Human One coming in the clouds with great power and splendor.

Then he will send the angels and gather together his chosen people from the four corners of the

earth, from the end of the earth to the end of heaven.” That’s the passage from Mark (13:24-27) that

precedes today’s reading

On the First Sunday of Advent, Jesus always gets weird, not just because he talks apocalyptic

signs in sun, moon and stars, but because Jesus speaks of  redemption: cataclysmic, world-shaking

interventionist, God-wrought redemption.

Do you like it when Jesus talks redemption? The last great Catholic theologian Flannery

O’Connor had her anti-preacher famously say, “Any man with a good car don’t need redemption.”

How expensive was the car that brought you here?

You might think the purpose of Christian worship is to give us a moral boost, to point out

where we’ve gone wrong and to get us to go right, a pep rally for our denomination’s latest emphasis.

We are here to hear who we can go out and fix what’s wrong with the world. After all, all church

people are are capable, resourceful people.

What say, church, this week you must do something about your sexism, racism, classism,

ageism, and ethnocentrism. Stop using Styrofoam, go vegan, gluten free, eat locally, think globally. If

you want peace, work for justice, fight against gentrification, don’t drink so much, don’t give so little,

practice civility, mindfulness, inclusiveness! Keep Sabbath, breathe deeply, live simply, practice

diversity, perform random acts of kindness.
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Do a good deed daily, first be sure you’re right, then go ahead, love your neighbor as yourself,

it’s up to you to do right or right won’t be done, you are the hope of tomorrow, you can do anything

you set your mind to.

Come back next Sunday; I’ll give you another list. You are responsible, sensitive, caring,

compassionate, liberal, open-minded, culturally diverse, gluten free, mindful people who have your

Masters degrees—otherwise you wouldn’t be coming to this church. Our Christianity is a kind of

primitive, Jewish technique for motivating responsible people (like us) to do what we need to do to

save ourselves by ourselves.

As a professional theologian I label most of you as Pelagians. (You can Wikipedia

“Pelagianism” after I’m done.) You think you are a good person who is making progress. Pelagians

come to church for moral fine tuning not redemption. A bit of a spiritual boost: we’d rather the Son of

Man not rend the heavens and come down to rip the cozy arrangements we have made with the

status quo. We’re looking for gentle confirmation of our better angels not God-wrought,

world-disrupting redemption.

Sorry. It’s the First Sunday of Advent, and (did you notice?) none of today’s texts are about us.

There’s nothing in any of today’s scriptures for us to think, feel, or do.

I know if you’re like me, that makes you uncomfortable.

Advent delights in rubbing our noses in the scripture that makes nervous people like us who

have advanced degrees and drive Volvos and shop at Organic Foods and eat kale. Relax. Advent

doesn’t apply to you. Advent is for other people, people who can’t save themselves, people who don’t

even have the boots to pull themselves up by their bootstraps, those who find the political and

economic deck stacked against them, people who’ve got no hope… but God.

You know the officially approved, governmentally subsidized narrative: we intelligently came to
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our senses, got dressed, came to worship, gave up our bad habits, licked our biases and got back to

God. Advent scripture tells a counter story you can’t tell yourself, a story you won’t hear anywhere

else in this good old self-help, mother-I’d-rather-do-it-myself culture we live in. No, before Covid 19 hit

you had to get out of bed, get dressed and come to a weird building at an inconvenient hour to hear

this odd tale of God’s coming down to the people who couldn’t heft ourselves up to God.

I’m sorry if your idea of a sermon is the speech given by your seventh-grade teacher before

the school bus left for the field trip to Batoche: “Boys and girls, people will judge our school by your

behavior. Tuck in your shirts, no chewing gum, no hand-holding or loud music. Let’s show the world

what ladies and gentlemen attend Prairie Junior High!”

Sorry. A sermon is not about us. A sermon is about God. When we read and then interpret

scripture, we pray for the courage to ask dangerous, but potentially redemptive questions: Who is

God? What’s God up to, now? How can we hitch on to what God is doing?

Wherein is our redemption, if it’s not in ourselves? All of this morning’s scripture has a theme:

God is coming. Or as we say it in church-speak: Advent.

Though time and time again we have shown our inability to go toward God, good news: God is

moving toward us.

The modern world—thank you Voltaire, Bacon, and Locke—robbed God of  agency, taming the

living God of Israel and the church into an allegedly compassionate but essentially inactive, non-

interventionist ethereal abstraction. We don’t go to God for rain or bread, for peace, healing, or hope

because we Prometheans produce all that we need for ourselves by ourselves. The only way the

contemporary, thoughtful intellectual world can tolerate God is to fashion a “god” who loves and

cares but never gets around to doing anything.

Well, it’s the First Sunday of Advent. We’ve got a God who loves to redeem the worst of times
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into God’s good time. Jeremiah says that God has given up waiting for us to reform our politics.

God’s going to send us a new King of David ruler who will “execute judgment and righteousness in

the land” since we can’t. Jesus foretells, “signs in the sun, the moon, and the stars, and on the earth

distress among nations confused by the roaring of the sea and the waves…. [by which we will see]

‘the Son of Man coming… with power and great glory.” Redemption is drawing near.”

Good news or bad? I guess it depends on how scared you are of the possibility of a living,

active, interventionist, judging, creating, destroying, loving… God.

Or maybe good news/bad news depends on how badly you need a God who does for you

what you can’t do for yourself.

O that God would “tear open the heavens and come down” Isaiah cried. Maybe he is feeling

like many of us are feeling in the midst of this pandemic. Asking God to fix what it seems we should

be able to fix ourselves. If people would just listen, if someone would just tell us what to do and it

would solve everything, if we could find some way to make everyone do what we were told.

I know you may have achieved much, maybe you are good at knowing and fixing things. But in

our better moments—and I hope the first Sunday of Advent is indeed one of those better moments,

we know that we need a God who does for us what we cannot do for ourselves. We know that we are

less able, more incompetent, weaker and more ignorant than we like to admit. It’s then that our

church gets as good as it can get. That’s church at its most truthful; that’s God at God’s most

redemptive.

It’s Advent. Keep your eye on the sky and get ready to be redeemed, like it or not. Thanks be

to God. Amen.
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