Year B, Advent 1
Mark 13:24-37
If this is the beginning of a new church year, why then do we skip to the end of Mark for the Gospel reading?  Advent is a time when we are to herald the coming of the Messiah, not his pending crucifixion.  Directly following “Keep awake” that ends today’s reading, Mark writes that the chief priests and the scribes were looking for a way to arrest Jesus by stealth and kill him, then he continues with the story of Judas, the foretelling of Peter’s denial and the whole arrest and crucifixion of Jesus.  So what gives?
This is a reflection of what some scholars call “already/not-yet”.  We’re given a glimpse of what is to happen to Jesus, namely his reign over the cosmos, even before he was born.  He is already reigning in heaven, although his humanity has not yet taken shape.  The cataclysm foretold in the beginning of our reading says the sun and moon will no longer give their light and the stars will fall from heaven.  Then Mark says “…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.” This sounds like something from the Revelation to John, doesn’t it?  Revelation is an example of apocalyptic literature, and in fact, this part of Mark is known as the “Little Apocalypse”.
This juxtaposition of the end times and the birth of the Messiah, though, are actually connected.  Modern readers have the benefit of knowing the part of the story after Christmas, namely that Jesus is the long awaited Messiah who would die and be raised on the third day to sit at God’s right hand.  The Jews living before Jesus’ birth, though, did not know who to expect when the Messiah was finally to come.  All they knew was to keep watch and keep awake.  That’s the same message for us, who are awaiting Jesus’ second coming.  We don’t know what to expect or when to expect it.  Our forbearers tried to give us an idea of what’s in store through analogies, but truthfully, they didn’t know either.  

Advent is our way of waiting with our Jewish ancestors.  We wait with them, even though we know who we’re waiting for.  We hear with them the warnings to be watchful and stay awake.  One way we can sum up the difference between us and them is the difference between waiting for Christmas and waiting for Christ.  We know all about Christmas; when it will be, how the birth of Jesus will take place, the shepherds, the star, the angels, the whole bit.  It’s all in the Christmas cards at the Hallmark store.  What we share with our ancestors, though, is the part about waiting for Christ.  They were waiting for the first coming of Christ and we are waiting for the second coming.  In both cases, there is the warning to stay awake.
Another way of looking at this is the difference between passive and active waiting.  A woman waiting on a street for a bus is an example of passive waiting.  She knows the bus will get there, just as it does every day after work.  She simply waits or kills time by reading a book or listening to music.  Take now this same woman who is waiting on Colorado Boulevard in Pasadena on New Year’s Day.  She’s waiting for the Rose Parade to start. She has a little bit of an idea what to expect since she’s seen the parade on TV, but she’s never been there before in person.  She’s wondering how big the floats really are and how all the flowers will smell.  How loud are the bands that will play?   Will she be able to see everything OK?  She is actively waiting.  She’s full of anticipation and expectation.  She’s being watchful and awake.  This is the type of waiting that Jesus had in mind when he said the words to his disciples we read today.  Be expectant.  Be alert.  If you aren’t, you may miss the whole thing.  While we are waiting, though, we can’t lose sight of the fact that Jesus has already come and has shown us how to have full communion with God, even though we have not yet achieved that full communion.  The reign of God is evident, although the fullness of God’s reign has not yet happened.  This is the “already/not-yet” quality that characterizes this Advent season. 
We’re the ones living in the time between the already and the not-yet.  We’re living in the meantime.  This doesn’t mean that we’re just to bide our time, though.  We are to live our lives expectantly and joyfully to the fullest of our potential.  We are to live in the present using Jesus as a model.  If we live our daily lives in accordance with his example, while actively keeping watch for his return, we’ll be able to experience a tiny bit the realm of God that awaits us, when the fullness of God’s glory will be revealed.  Amen.

� Material taken from Martin B. Copenhaver, “Homiletical Perspective; First Sunday of Advent,” Feasting on the Word: Preaching the Revised Common Lectionary, Year B, Vol. 1, eds. David L. Bartlett and Barbara Brown Taylor, (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2008), 21-25. 





PAGE  
1

