SERMON for December 3, 2023                  Mark 13:24-37                                        “Restless”
Jesus said to his disciples, "In those days, after that suffering, the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light, and the stars will be falling from heaven, and the powers in the heavens will be shaken. Then they will see `the Son of Man coming in clouds' with great power and glory. Then he will send out the angels, and gather his elect from the four winds, from the ends of the earth to the ends of heaven.  "From the fig tree learn its lesson: as soon as its branch becomes tender and puts forth its leaves, you know that summer is near. So also, when you see these things taking place, you know that he is near, at the very gates. Truly I tell you, this generation will not pass away until all these things have taken place. Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.  "But about that day or hour no one knows, neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. Beware, keep alert; for you do not know when the time will come. It is like a man going on a journey, when he leaves home and puts his slaves in charge, each with his work, and commands the doorkeeper to be on the watch. Therefore, keep awake-- for you do not know when the master of the house will come, in the evening, or at midnight, or at cockcrow, or at dawn, or else he may find you asleep when he comes suddenly. And what I say to you I say to all: Keep awake."


I was in seminary – gosh that was a long time ago! - during the heyday of what is probably still my favorite sitcom of all time.  Christina and I loved Boston Legal, and of course would not survive the week without America’s Got Talent, but my favorite vintage sitcom was called Mad About You, and starred Paul Reiser and the ever-so-lovely Helen Hunt.  The episode that I still laugh about had our newlyweds stranded in their bathroom, door locked, key broken off, nobody else around, you know…and they are bored, they have read everything in the room twice, and finally, a little gleam comes into his eye, and being newlyweds and all, they decide to pass some time enjoying one another in a marital fashion.  Cut to commercial…and when we return, they are sitting against the tub, glum and despondent.  “Sorry”, he says, “I apologize.  The earth didn’t move”.  And she shoots him that look, and says “Honey, the bathmat didn’t even move”.

Which, I think, pretty much summarizes a lot of folks’ feelings about Advent.  Same old stuff, four weeks before Christmas, and the first Sunday is always about the end of the world, and the second week is always about John the Baptist, and then comes Gaudete, the joyful Sunday, and finally a Sunday about Mary, except she is usually pre-empted by a cantata or yet another bathrobe-bedecked pageant.  We have a malaise, a drowsiness, an apathy about this season.  If there was once mystery and expectant excitement, it seems to have passed.  Maybe we’re just tired from shopping and cooking and entertaining and hosting the finest Bazzaar in the land, but I don’t think that’s the whole story.  What I think it is, is that we are tired of waiting for the other sandal to drop.  You know what I mean…we have been talking about Jesus’ triumphant return since before he even left, and that is a long, long, long time ago.

Some folks in the era immediately after Jesus’ earthly time thought that he would be back basically any minute.  The Apostle Paul was certainly among them.  And Mark, whose writing we focus upon in this coming lectionary year, starting today, was in that group, too, although by the time this is written, nearly forty years have elapsed, and so they aren’t exactly sitting around in white robes gazing heavenwards on a daily basis.  And that waning expectancy is reflected in the writing, I think - But about that day or hour no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.  Be on guard! Be alert! You do not know when that time will come.  There are a lot of exclamation points in this passage, but the cheerleading does not convince; they are starting to wonder if this is really gonna happen or not.

The principle of this story endures, nevertheless.  The principle of watchfulness, of being ready for something new and world changing to make its advent, a fresh beginning.  Everybody loves something new, right?  It is the energizing principle behind so much marketing, isn’t it – the newest phone, the newest tablet computer, the newest car, maybe electric this time, and folks line up to have their world changed by the advent of the latest new thing.  But technology and religion aren’t really that much the same, and we Christian folks have been at it for over two thousand years, and so I must say, with regret, that the sizzle is off the steak a bit, as they say.   I don’t know too many modern Christians who watch with fervency and actual expectation for Jesus’ return.  


This time of year, if you wanted to, you could watch a lot of the Hallmark Channel.  They have more holiday movies than anybody, and they introduce twelve new ones every year, and they play them continuously…no, really, one ends, and the next begins with no commercials in between.  All Christmas, all the time.  Those movies could be the source material for many sermons, but the one that comes to mind today has to do with our theme of watchfulness, and how easy it is to fix our sights hazily on an uncertain horizon, and miss what is literally right next to us.  More than one of their films has that plot line, that the love of your life is literally under your nose, but you are too busy seeking fame and fortune elsewhere, and you miss your big chance.  In terms of the subject matter broached by St. Mark, the revealing of Christ, while it is surely less dramatic in, say, your neighbor, than if played out across the entire angel-bedecked sky, that revelation is still important and potentially life-changing.  And don’t we affirm, we Methodists most of all, that God indwells believers, that the presence of Christ can and is found in one another?  And if that presence is developing, growing, expanding, in your neighbor, or even in you, well, that is like a new birth, that’s how we describe it; and it’s a shame to miss that because we are either drowsy or restless or have set our sights elsewhere.  We talk about being engaged in the world; this investment and involvement in one another is so much more than something to do while we are waiting for Jesus to get on back here.  It is, in fact, the way we discover God afoot in the world.  But to discover God, in Advent or anytime, we have to be willing to live within a certain level of mystery, and not make everything so cut and dried.

The bumper sticker that got such a laugh in my seminary days was a simple one – Jesus is coming, act busy – but it reflected perfectly our motionless bathmat mentality.  Twiddle your thumbs, pass the time, keep up the appearance of religious striving.  But riddle me this – why would anyone outside our doors give a fig about a religion that only asks us to go through the motions of being religious?  When Christianity devolves from a lifestyle to a posturing exercise, we are doomed, friends.  When that happens, we join the restless wandering throngs, kinda moping about from non-event to non-event, and frankly, it’s not enough.  The glory of God will never be revealed like that, the riches of life will never be mined like that, the wonders of love will go unexplored with that mentality.   We need to be wary when we see our faith settling down for a long winter’s nap.

What we need to do instead, Mark suggests, is to keep watch, keep alert, and keep our minds and hearts open about this return of Jesus, because, as we have been discussing, it may take many forms besides the cataclysmic, be-all-and end-all version so favored by thundering preachers in other denominations.  Jesus is coming again; to a stranger, to a loved one, to a neighbor, to you and to me, as welcome as we make him, as revealed as we allow him to be.  But little is revealed by sleeping persons – they all pretty much look the same.  It is during our waking hours, our mindful times, our sessions of alertness and aliveness that we change our lives and change our circumstances and change our world. 

We began today with comedy; so let me end that way, too, as I tell you of the phone ringing off the hook at the Vatican.  When the call is finally put through to the Pope, the papal secretary says, “Your Holiness, I am calling with good news and bad news.  The good news is that Our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ has returned to earth, and he is holding on the phone for you.”  “My friend”, says the Pope, “What could the bad news possibly be?”  “Well, your Grace…he’s calling from Salt Lake City”.  


Friends, this fresh Advent restores in me the hope that Jesus does return.  But until then, let us seek him, not in books or rituals or Salt Lake City only; let’s look for him in one another.  Let us be awake to the possibility that life-changing stuff is all around us, cleverly disguised as neighbor and stranger and friend.  Amen.  
