
Sermon 11-27-22


1. Waiting is a given. We can wait willingly.

2. We don’t get to know the future ahead of time. 

3. However, we do have stuff to do in the meantime. We can plant trees. We can be 

sparks of light in dark places. 


Today’s gospel reading comes from the middle of Jesus’ last extended discourse with his 
disciples. He had told them they would be at risk in the chaos that was to come.

Earlier in this chapter, Jesus told the disciples about the coming destruction of the temple. 
They asked him for a timeline, and what would be the signs of his coming and the end of 
the age. Now, Jesus finally offered an answer to the “when” of their question, albeit not 
what they hoped for.

 

We are called, in Isaiah, to “Come, let us walk in the light of the Lord.” Isaiah knew his 
people were on the edge of either war or running. The first chapter of Isaiah was all about 
the worst of times. In chapter 2, beginning with today’s reading, he gave his vision of Zion 
and Jerusalem, about being on a journey to a place where everyone and everything is 
flourishing – the best place ever. Our psalm for today also refers to Jerusalem as a place of 
unity. The references to the house are about the house of the Lord, not the house of my 
particular group affinity.

 

What does the kingdom, kin-dom, of God look like, that Jesus is to bring to fruition with 
his return? It looks like Isaiah’s vision in today’s Old Testament reading. At last, peace will 
prevail. That is a very good reason to keep on keeping on. We will live fully into who we 
are, created by God who is love, in God’s likeness.

 

WAITING  
So, we wait.

You know about all the talk that happens before elections, before Super Bowls and 
Olympics, the major events in our culture: commentators galore give their opinions on 
what should happen, what could happen, and what they expect to happen. We can spend 
DAYS taking it all in. 


I suspect many of us do the same thing in our own ways. We try to prepare for the future, 
believing that if we analyze the possibilities correctly, figure out what’s coming, when and 
where, we can arrange for our own security and safety.  Plan ahead! We do NOT want to 
be vulnerable.




 

This approach to life has its limitations, because, like it or not, there are so many things we 
can’t know, much less control. We must wait more than we like, and in general we are 
really not very good at it. We get awfully impatient and grumpy.

 

Advent is a time for facing the uncertainties of waiting. We know many kinds: We wait with 
anticipation for vacation, a weekend, a visit from a beloved family member or friend; we 
also wait for a diagnosis, for recovery; we wait for someone to wake up from an overdose 
of prescription drugs. Some people wait for death.

 

During Advent we wait for Jesus to come back. We wait for Christmas. In both cases, 
Advent is a time in the Christian tradition when we acknowledge that even as we 
anticipate something we know is coming — the Word, incarnate — we can't comprehend 
it.  

 

As for this first Sunday in Advent and its emphasis on keeping awake and alert for Jesus’ 
return, our text doesn’t tell us what will happen, or when. It simply tells us to be ready – it 
orients our vision to God showing up in strange, exciting and sometimes scandalous 
places and people. The message seems to be not so much “Make sure your bags are 
packed” as it is “Don’t miss Jesus, whenever, however, wherever he shows up.” It is not 
looking for perfect belief, but asking people to hang on and find him in spots we weren’t 
expecting.


At the heart of the apocalyptic ways of thinking in the New Testament – because they truly 
believed that Jesus would return any day soon – was the people’s deep dissatisfaction 
with the way things were. The belief that something broken or flawed stood in the way of 
the fulfillment of God’s promises. 

 

WE DON’T GET TO KNOW

Over the last century, our gospel verses have often been read in support of something 
called dispensationalism, especially “rapture” theology, which attempts to plot where we 
are in proximity to the end – precisely what Jesus tells his disciples not to do. The 
illustrations in verses 40-41 don’t likely depict a moment when the righteous are plucked 
up from the earth and taken to heaven, while others are “left behind” to await tribulations 
and final judgment. 




There is no definite interpretation of today’s gospel text. Is it better to be taken or left? Our 
reading gives no indication. Certainly in Noah’s time, being swept away, taken, was worse. 
In Jesus’ day during the Roman occupation of his homeland, being taken could have been 
conscription into the Roman army, or being taken prisoner – which would have been 
familiar to Matthew’s original audience. So for those first-century people, being left behind 
was surely preferable to being taken.


Instead of specific predictions, these sayings depict sudden, surprising separation, 
without indicating cause for judgment or reward on the part of those taken or left behind. 
Rapture theology, which has little or no scriptural support, may offer comfort for those who 
seek certainty or who presume to have secured the inside track to heaven, but the focus in 
our texts is on remaining vigilant in the uncertainty of a long wait amidst discouraging 
circumstances.


So much of the popular culture’s take, what we’ve heard, about this passage is trying to 
decipher some code to give us precise clarity. But Jesus rejects the possibility that anyone 
other than God, including Jesus himself, knows the answer. Jesus isn’t holding back. 
Christians do not know, cannot know, and are not supposed to know when the Lord is 
coming. This is a condition we are to embrace, not attempt to overcome. 


Our Lutheran Church does not embrace or espouse belief in a “rapture.”

 

Right now in our world, however, many of us really want clarity, when it seems that 
everything solid is up for grabs, when nothing is stable. 

 

Yet it is in that instability that we are called to maintain hope and faith, to watch, because 
God is still the One who holds everything. Rather than getting lost in predictions, let’s find 
ways to live into the kingdom of God now. Jesus said “The kingdom of God is at hand” 
when he was here in body. The kingdom of God has not left. Let’s avoid getting stuck in 
what we cannot know.

 

IN THE MEANTIME, we have work to do.

Maybe you have heard that Martin Luther was asked what he would do if he knew the 
world would end tomorrow. Luther replied that he would plant a tree. This might be merely 
a legend, but I like it. Because God is the God of LIFE. 




We keep doing the things that bring life. Do justice, show mercy, love kindness, walk 
humbly with God. Love our neighbors, forgive others – and forgive ourselves to make 
room for loving our neighbors.


One commentator spoke of a bishop she knew who, in a heavy discussion, would pause 
and light a candle -- symbol of God’s presence in the midst of whatever was going on. We 
are called to walk in the light, and by God’s gift of life, to BE a spark of the light, a glimpse 
of God’s presence.

 

Advent is a deliberate way of being – a resistance walk that insists on looking for the light 
in the midst of darkness. It is perfect for us in the northern hemisphere that the church’s 
season of advent comes when our days are shortest and nights are longest. We need the 
light to find our way.

  

Advent is a time of tension between the reality that we know, and the reality that is to 
come. We are called to be ready, but this readiness is not a defensive stance; it is a 
posture of heightened attentiveness. We watch for evidence of God’s work among us. 
Watch for opportunities to be God’s hands and feet.

 

In times of intense division such as we have now, we are reminded that there will be a time 
of peace. Even when peace seems so far beyond our imaginations.

 

Popular culture often warns that the second coming of Jesus will be a frightening time. 
Jesus is depicted as being angry at the world and coming to bring punishment to all the 
earth. We believe that Jesus is not to be feared. Instead, Jesus walks alongside us.


Many times, Jesus told the people around him to not be afraid. We don’t have to give in to 
the fearmongers. We go to Jesus. We run to God, from whom all good comes.

 

Lord, put your light in our hearts and in our eyes as we watch for you and what you are 
doing.

Your kingdom come. Your will be done, in us, too. Come, Lord Jesus. 

Amen.


