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 “There will be signs in the sun, the moon, the stars…distress among nations…fear and 

foreboding…the heavens will be shaken…” Wow! Not the most Christmas-y message for the 

first Sunday in Advent. That’s typically the way it’s done every year. We don’t want to get too 

far ahead of ourselves with preparations for the holidays. We need to throw a little cold water on 

all the festivities.  

 

 This is the kind of apocalyptic message we’ve come to expect from the Bible. It warns of 

a coming catastrophe, a cataclysmic event that will usher in a new era. But if we look closely at 

what’s being said we find it’s all a little vague. What kinds of signs are we talking about here? 

And when has there not been distress among nations? The author of Luke writes in the late first 

century, most likely. He writes to people who are probably pretty well informed about the world; 

this is a sophisticated gospel. So, chances are they have heard of things like the destruction of 

Pompeii by the eruption of Mt. Vesuvius in 79 of the Common Era, less than 20 years earlier. 

And they certainly would have been aware of the Roman destruction of Jerusalem and the temple 

there from 68 to 70. So the idea that things might be coming to a close could have been fairly 

popular. 

 

 I hear this from time to time today. When we look at the destruction of the planet, the 

severe weather events—super-storms, category 4 and 5 hurricanes, wildfires out of control—

those seem to be signs of something. And when we see the images of refugees across the globe, 

millions of people driven from their communities, the atrocity of forced famine in Yemen by the 

bombardment going on there, it appears nations are absolutely in distress. We don’t live in any 

less harrowing times than the people who first read and heard these words. In fact, in some ways 

our times may be even more dire.  

 

 So the gospel isn’t talking about some fantasy dystopian world where everything falls 

apart. It’s talking about the real world, seen from a certain perspective; it’s talking about our 

world. And the reason for that is important for us to remember, especially during Advent: God 

enters the real world. When we talk about God becoming flesh, incarnated, it includes all the 

messiness and turmoil we experience in this world right now, right here.  

 

 And why does that matter? Well, it matters because our faith is built on the claim that 

God is not disinterested or dispassionate toward us. God is not remote. God draws near. God 

draws so near, in fact, that all the pain and disappointment and heartache we experience become 

a part of God’s experience. And that’s how hope draws near. 

 

 The thing about the gospels we can’t forget is they’re written within a particular time. 

They’re a response to actual historical circumstances. They claim, regardless of evidence to the 

contrary, that God is present in this time. So they aren’t a call to sit passively and keep our heads 

down in despair. Jesus tells his listeners to stand up and raise their heads. He talks about being 

alert to the coming “Son of Man.”  



 I think traditionally we’ve understood that expectation to mean Jesus’ return in power 

and glory. But how does that expectation shape our behavior now? Years ago I was in a parking 

lot somewhere in the summer and I saw a guy coming toward who was wearing a t-shirt but all I 

could see on it were the words: “Jesus is coming soon!” and I kind of rolled my eyes. But as he 

got closer I could see the bottom part of the shirt that said, “Everyone look busy!” It’s hard to 

take that very seriously. I think too often a literal expectation of Jesus’ return can either lull us 

into passivity or get us to just go through the motions, to look busy, out of fear. 

 

 But what if we lived not in some remote anticipation of Jesus’ return, but use that as a 

metaphor for our consistent, persistent hope in the face of adversity and calamity? Instead of 

being crushed by these things, we see beyond them. It’s easy to collapse in despair when poor 

migrants seeking asylum are tear-gassed at the border or transgender people are denied rights or 

war continues to decimate the populations of Syria and Yemen. But our collapse in the face of all 

that is exactly what the powers of this world want. Hopelessness is the oppressor’s strongest 

weapon, a reality Jesus completely understood. Holding our heads up in the face of it, insisting 

on an alternative outcome and reality and being unrelenting in our compassion, in our 

willingness to advocate and sacrifice, is how Jesus returns, how God becomes present in the 

world and hope draws near. 

 

 These days of Advent are not a time to be passive. We’re waiting but we’re also engaged. 

For however God’s kingdom draws near, it draws near through us. We are the instruments of that 

kingdom, we are the bearers of hope in the world. So we must learn how to stand up, pull our 

heads out of the sand, look reality in the eye, and resist. Jesus calls us to live in defiance of 

despair. Jesus calls us to live in resistance to fear. Jesus calls us to live, heads raised, to see 

beyond distress and confusion and point to justice and compassion, to be the world’s hope. 

 

Amen 


