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1ST SUNDAY IN ADVENT 2012 

 
"There will be signs in the sun, the moon, and the stars, and on earth nations will be in 

dismay, perplexed by the roaring of the sea and the waves. People will die of fright in 

anticipation of what is coming upon the world, for the powers of the heavens will be 

shaken.”   Welcome to Advent!  You might have been expecting some early news of 

Christmas on this first Sunday in Advent, some nice, soothing, sentimental songs and  

ideas that confirm us in who and what we already are, but we run smack into this- 

headlong into the apocalypse, with things falling apart, with nations in dismay, with the 

roaring of the sea and waves- this text in particular may have real meaning for people in 

the northeast who suffered the effects of the recent mega-storm, Sandy.  Even today’s 

beautiful balmy warmth here in Colorado might well leave us a little uneasy about what’s 

happening to our planet temperature-wise and where it’s all going, despite the rhetoric 

of those who are trying to convince us that this is really perfectly normal and we humans 

haven’t contributed anything to the climate change regardless of what the scientific 

community has been warning us about.  Maybe we are approaching the end of things 

somehow after all. 

 

And if you were hoping this was a momentary lapse of sensitivity in the Lectionary cycle 

of readings, it ain’t over yet.  In the weeks to come we will be hearing about valleys 

being filled in, mountains leveled out, the winnowing fan in the hand of somebody to 

clear the threshing floor and to burn the chaff with unquenchable fire.  Welcome to 
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Advent!   

 

For those of us who don’t really like the idea of some kind of day of divine judgment and 

recompense, we may have to either skip Advent  altogether or snooze through it until 

we arrive at something we like better- like baby Jesus and the Drummer boy.  But I 

would really suggest “Not”.  I would suggest that we meet this apocapyptic message 

head-on, listen to it attentively, and let it hit us in the face like a bucket of cold water, so 

that we might be roused in our inward spirit, so that we might reconsider life, so that we 

might, as the writer to the Thessalonians wrote in our second reading, “increase and 

abound in love for one another and for all” , so that our hearts might be strengthened, 

and we might be able to stand “ blameless in holiness before our God and Father”.  In 

other words, the apocalyptic message of the End on this first Sunday in Advent has as 

its goal that we might see things aright right now, that we might begin to see life as God 

sees life right now, and that we might begin to act with both love and justice right now. 

 

What’s really interesting about this apocalyptic message of Jesus from the 21st chapter 

of Luke’s gospel is that Jesus is clearly talking about  the soon-to-be destruction of the 

Temple in Jerusalem by the Roman imperial army, and he is talking about this 

destruction that is soon to happen using language about the great destruction of things 

at the end of the ages, language drawn from the apocalyptic tradition of the prophets.   

It would be like someone today saying, “You have driven the nations of the Third world 

into poverty through colonial oppression and your imbalanced financial structures that 

keep people in poverty.  You have destroyed this earth through your economic greed. 
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You have waged wars and supported oppressive political regimes out of self-interest.  

And now pay-back time is upon you.  Your people will be in distress. Your economies 

will fall apart.  Storms will crash into your shores. The oceans will rise. Rivers will dry 

up. Deserts will form where forests used to grow.  Destruction waits at your doors. 

God’s judgment is at hand.”.  Jesus was doing something very similar to this in the 

gospel we heard today when he spoke about what he saw as about to happen in his 

own world and his own context-  the Temple and Jerusalem’s destruction.  He spoke 

about the here and now through the lens of God’s final judgment at the end of the ages. 

 

And maybe this is the first and most important thing that should pay attention to as we 

allow these Advent words of Jesus to hit us-  when God comes in judgment, it is not 

something that will happen  just sometime in a long-off future that we don’t need to 

worry about yet., but God’s judgment has something to do with the here and now.  

There will indeed be a conclusion to things and this world will be, as the writer to the 

Hebrews says, wrapped up like an old coat, but there is also something that God is 

doing right now in our own time and place, in our own midst.   

 

If the Bible is correct in its fundamental understanding of things, God is always coming 

to the human race.  And God is always coming in both mercy and judgment.  The 

difficulty for us is, first of all,  how to interpret what is happening both within us and 

around us in relation to God and God’s coming, and then how to think and to talk about 

this “coming of God”, which is the underlying theme of Advent.  This difficulty in how to 

interpret and conceptualize events in relation to God and God’s coming can be seen 
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already in  the gospel writers.  They all are absolutely convinced that God was acting 

powerfully and redemptively in and through Jesus of Nazareth, but they  differ as to 

when they see the judgment  of God occurring.   Mathew, Mark and Luke tend to place 

it at the end of time.  John says that the judgment has already happened on the Cross 

and in people’s response to Jesus.  The difficulty in conceptualizing God and God’s 

action in our history is also why some Christian writers through the ages, especially 

Syriac Christians, have been unwilling to divide God’s coming into either times of  mercy 

or times of wrath.  God always comes, they say, in love, not sometimes in anger and 

then sometimes in compassion.  It is our response to that coming of God in love which 

determines whether we experience God’s presence then as either mercy or wrath.  

Judgment there will be, and our response to God’s presence is a crucial piece in what 

that judgment looks and feels like.  

 

All this is why, I think,  Advent is inherently a season of  what seems like mixed 

messages; like a real-life “good news/bad news” joke, and if you only hear part of the 

message, you miss the point. If you only hear the good news; “peace on earth, the 

Savior is born!” you miss the wake up call that warns us that God comes in judgment.  

But if you only hear the bad news, you miss the comfort and security that this God who 

comes in judgment is also coming in mercy and compassion. 

 

As disciples of Jesus, our task is not to try to figure out the future- dates, times, places, 

modes of God’s judgment and destruction.  The final day is in God’s hands. Our task is 

to understand what is happening in our own lives and in the world around us right now,  
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and to interpret this through the lens of God’s coming disclosed to us in the Good News 

of Jesus .  One of the new Eucharistic Prayers expresses this so well when it says: 

“Grant that all the faithful of the Church, looking into the signs of the times by the light of 

faith, may constantly devote themselves to the service of the Gospel. Keep us attentive 

to the needs of all that, sharing their grief and pain, their joy and hope, we may faithfully 

bring them the good news of salvation and go forward with them along the way of your 

Kingdom.”  When we are hit in the face with the cold water of Jesus’ apocalyptic 

message of God’s judgment, as we are in Advent, then is the time to take to heart the 

words of the writer to the Thessalonians that we heard today: “May the Lord make you 

increase and abound in love for one another and for all, just as we have for you, so as 

to strengthen your hearts, to be blameless in holiness before our God and Father”. 

Welcome to Advent! 

 

 


