Mark 13:24-37
24“But in those days, after that suffering, the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light, 25and the stars will be falling from heaven, and the powers in the heavens will be shaken.

26Then they will see ‘the Son of Man coming in clouds’ with great power and glory. 27Then 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. 

28“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. 29So also, when you see these things taking place, you know that he is near, at the very gates. 30Truly I tell you, this generation will not pass away until all these things have taken place. 31Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away. 

32“But about that day or hour no one knows, neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. 33Beware, keep alert; for you do not know when the time will come. 34 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. 35Therefore, 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, 36or else he may find you asleep when he comes suddenly. 37And what I say to you I say to all: Keep awake.” 

1 Corinthians 4:3-9
3But with me it is a very small thing that I should be judged by you or by any human court. I do not even judge myself. 4I am not aware of anything against myself, but I am not thereby acquitted. It is the Lord who judges me. 5Therefore do not pronounce judgment before the time, before the Lord comes, who will bring to light the things now hidden in darkness and will disclose the purposes of the heart. Then each one will receive commendation from God. 6I have applied all this to Apollos and myself for your benefit, brothers and sisters, so that you may learn through us the meaning of the saying, “Nothing beyond what is written,” so that none of you will be puffed up in favor of one against another.
Getting Ready
Happy New Year!  No, I’m not just being silly, although some wouldn’t put it past me.  But the Christian church has its own calendar and seasons, and today, the first Sunday in Advent, is also the first Sunday of the Christian Year.
And speaking of Advent, you may have wondered about our Gospel lesson this morning, since it has nothing to do with Mary and Joseph, the Wise Men, or shepherds watching their flocks.  If this is the first Sunday of Advent, shouldn’t we begin to look at the Christmas story?  Well, yes and no.  While we commonly think of the season of Advent as a time of preparation for Christmas, it really has a double – and maybe even a triple – focus.  The word Advent comes from the Latin word adventus which means coming, but is also a translation of the Greek word parousia, which even today is used in reference to the end times and the second coming of Christ.
Every time we participate in the Sacrament of Holy Communion, we proclaim the mystery of faith: “Christ has died;’ Christ is risen; Christ will come again.”  In other words, by faith we know that Christ lived and died; he is resurrected and ascended to heaven; and Christ will return to assume his eternal reign.  During the Advent season we enter into that mystery a little more deeply.  We remember both the original waiting of the Hebrews for the birth of their Messiah, as well as our own waiting as Christians for Christ's return.  We enter into the story of God taking human form – the story of Christ’s humanity – from the very beginning.  But at the same time we hold in tension the reality that the resurrected Christ is among us, and we also look forward to the Parousia, the time Christ will return.
And Christ’s return is the focus of our Advent lesson today.  Chapter 13 of Mark’s Gospel begins with a comment by one of the disciples about the magnificence of the Hebrew temple:  "Look, teacher, what large stones and what large buildings!" he said.  Jesus responded by predicting the temple’s destruction, which would have been unimaginable.  The temple was the center of Jewish worship and life, but it wouldn’t be for long.  Historically, we know that the Hebrew temple was destroyed by the Romans about forty years after Jesus’ death.  And as part of his teaching, Jesus had proclaimed himself as the new center of worship and life.  
The disciples asked Jesus when the destruction would take place and if there would be signs that it was about to happen.  Jesus then responded with a rather lengthy discussion about events that would happen in the days ahead:  coming persecution, false prophets, and wars.  And then in the language of the Old Testament prophets he talked about his return and the complete transformation of our physical world: the sun darkened and the stars falling from heaven.  A commentator states:

In Mark's day, stars were thought to be heavenly powers that influenced human affairs.  At the end of time all such powers, real and imagined, will be obliterated.  The picture is one of total cosmic collapse.  Darkness and chaos will envelop everything, just as before Creation.  
While the imagery is frightening, it was actually intended to be encouraging, especially to those early Christians who were living in frightening times.  It acknowledges the reality of their suffering and sacrifice.  And Jesus promised that: The Holy Spirit would give them the right words to say; that the one who endured to the end would be saved, and that the elect would be gathered from the ends of the earth to the ends of heaven.  In other words, these promises provided hope to the early Christians: that regardless of what they were going through they knew the end of the story.  They were safe regardless of what was going on around them.  And the promise of Jesus’ return and final judgment should give each of us hope as well.

Of course, hope is one of the four focuses of Advent, along with joy, peace, and love.  And we’ve talked before that Christian hope isn’t like worldly hope, where when we hope for something, it may or may not happen.  Christian hope is the assurance of things that will happen, like our salvation – and the return of Christ.  Through our relationship with Christ, we know in our hearts, beyond a doubt, that they will happen.

On the other hand, our lesson today can be a little embarrassing for Christians in today’s world, and some of us would rather just ignore this aspect of Jesus' teaching.  I’m sure the folks at last week’s atheist convention in Springfield would have had a good laugh reading about Jesus “coming in clouds with great power and glory,”  sending out his angels to “gather the elect . . ., from the ends of the earth to the ends of heaven.”  Those events are completely outside our normal, everyday experience.  It reminds us of bumper stickers that warn that a car will be driverless in the event of the Rapture, or cartoon images of a wide-eyed street person carrying a sign that proclaims, "REPENT – THE END IS NEAR!"  In other words, this aspect of our faith can open us up to ridicule.
And so, like I said, some folks would rather just focus on other parts of our faith, while others can get angry and defensive when challenged.  But of course, that’s never a good position to be in.  Those kinds of arguments are never won.  So how do we make sense of and relate to this admittedly ancient representation of Christ’s return?

It can be hard for us, as Christians, to understand Jesus' delay in returning.  Didn’t Jesus say, “This generation will not pass away until all these things have taken place”?  It seemed as though Jesus was saying that the Son of Man would return within the next few years or, at most, the next few decades.  That was the belief by many of the early church who were disappointed when the Second Coming of Christ didn’t take place during their lifetime.  

Unfortunately, even among Christians today there is no consensus on Jesus’ meaning here.  To me, it revolves around the definition of the word, “generation.”  Whenever Jesus uses the word in Mark’s Gospel, he’s referring to an "unbelieving, adulterous, and sinful people."  Today, we are obviously still part of that generation, and Jesus hasn’t come yet.  And the fact is: that generation won’t end until the day Jesus brings in the new heaven and new earth.

Actually, the fact that there are parts of our faith that can open us to ridicule is not surprising.  We hear in the Letter to the Hebrews that “faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.”  Anytime someone believes in things that can’t be experienced with the physical senses, they open themselves to ridicule.  I’m probably guilty of that myself, when it comes to some of the off-the-wall things people can get themselves involved in - like those folks who were waiting for the spaceship to come pick them up.
But as Christians, we have a very specific set of beliefs based on Scripture, our tradition, reason, and experiences that set us apart from the world around us, and lead us forward to grow as followers of Christ.  For instance, for the last few weeks we’ve discussed specific ways that we as Christians relate to money and things differently than our culture that makes us healthier and happier.  But again, those actions open us up to ridicule.  Folks caught up in the world’s values think that tithing to the church is crazy, when that money could be used to buy stuff for ourselves. 
But when it comes to those differences, we aren’t to ignore them,' or flaunt them, or become defensive.  Jesus had some pointed words to say about throwing “pearls before swine.”  I believe that the best course is to simply be aware of them and pray for the enlightenment of any who would ridicule.
And when it comes to Jesus’ return, we must understand that God's timing and ours is completely different.  As hard as it is for many of us, I believe learning to wait is part of our growing relationship with God, as we hear in these familiar words from Isaiah:
Those who wait on the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall mount up with wings like eagles; they shall run and not be weary; they shall walk and not faint. 
Waiting and trusting in the Lord is part of our journey of faith.  Joseph had to wait many years until he was rescued from prison to become the number 2 man in all of Egypt.  The Israelites had to wait 400 years before they were released from captivity in Egypt.  The Hebrew people had been waiting for a Messiah about 1000 years from the time of King David to Jesus’ birth.  And here we are - 2000 years later - waiting for his return.
I heard a story about a young boy named Jimmy who was laying out on a hill in the middle of a meadow one warm, spring day.  As the puffy white clouds rolled by, he imagined that they were different animals and shapes.  And after a while, he began to think about who made those clouds, and so he said out loud, “God?  Are you really there?”  To his amazement, he heard a voice come from the clouds, “Yes, Jimmy?  What can I do for you?”  Well, Jimmy was so surprised that he just asked the first thing that popped in his mind.  He said, “God?  What’s a million years like to you?”  Knowing that Jimmy would never understand the concept of infinity, God simply said. “Jimmy, to me a million years is like a single minute.”  Jimmy thought about that for a moment and then said. “Well, what's a million dollars like to you?”  God answered, “To me Jimmy, a million dollars is like a penny.” “Wow!” said Jimmy, getting an idea. “Well, you're so generous; would you give me one of your pennies?”  And God replied, “Of course I will, Jimmy!  Just give me a minute.”  While 2000 years seems like a long time to us, on a cosmic scale, it’s not long at all.
But Jesus told the disciples to do more than just wait, didn’t he?  He told them to “beware, keep alert, keep awake,” which all imply continual action, to beware of the potential dangers and be prepared to respond appropriately.  I don’t believe Jesus was telling his disciples to stay on alert for his return.  I think he was saying that they shouldn’t become complacent, that they needed to be prepared.  Jesus told a short parable to illustrate his meaning:
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 don’t 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.
In other words, he was saying that if we’re not careful we’ll be lulled to sleep by the world around us, that we need to watch out for the unbelieving, adulterous and sinful generation that seeks to deceive us into not following God's right way.
Of course the Boy Scout Motto is: Be Prepared.  And I believe there’s a parallel between their motto and our lesson this morning.   The Boy Scouts say that being prepared means you are always in a state of readiness in mind and body to do your duty.  Being prepared in mind means disciplining yourself to be obedient and also thinking ahead to be ready for any situation that might occur, so that you’re ready and willing to do the right thing at the right moment.  Being prepared in body means making yourself physically ready to do the right thing at the right moment.

Well, being spiritually prepared means much the same thing.  Loving God with all of our heart and mind and soul and strength.  Disciplining ourselves to be obedient to God through prayer, worship, and study.  Using our minds to think ahead so that we’re ready to do the right thing at the right moment.  Being prepared to act as God would have us in any situation.  Along these lines a commentator states:

Children often tell their parents, “Everybody else is doing it.”  And parents, too - along with the rest of us - can feel the pressure to keep up with the Joneses.  But Jesus’ message here is: “Everybody else may be wrong.  Watch out for them!”

Watch out for those students who think cheating is the normal way to get good grades.  Watch out for those teenagers who think that drinking and drugs and sex are the only ways to have a good time and to enjoy life.  Watch out for those adults whose jokes and language betray disrespect for other people and God.  Watch out for the worldly attitude being concerned only about me and what is mine.  Watch out!  Be on guard!  Be alert!  It is an unbelieving, sinful society that we live in.  You know how easy it is to get sucked into and become part of that worldly way of thinking and acting. Watch out for them.  Don't be deceived by the world's empty promises.  Remember: it is only Jesus' words that will last past the last days.
The Lord is coming.  Are you prepared?  Do you have a feeling of expectancy and joyful anticipation, or are you burdened by the many chores and activities of the season?  It struck me that in the long run being prepared isn’t something we do; it’s something we are: it’s a state of being.  We can engage in activities that help us become prepared, but as we grow in relationship with our Lord, being prepared becomes who we are: obedient and ready to serve.
In Jesus’ name.  Amen.
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