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Advent I – November 29 2020
Isaiah 64:1-9; Mark 13: 24-37
In some sense, the first Sunday of Advent can be called the New Year’s Day of the Church – our liturgical, or church, year begins on this day, as we begin to prepare ourselves to welcome the Christ Child into our world, into our lives and into our hearts.  It is a season of Hope, and in churches all over Canada this morning, virtually as we have done or in person, congregations will have lit the first candle on the Advent Wreath, the Candle of Hope.
Advent means “coming” and that is what we are preparing for – to remember the first coming of Jesus as a baby in Bethlehem and also to prepare our hearts and minds to fully celebrate the wonderful season of Christmas.  We look back to that first Christmas, but we also look forward in hope and confidence to the time when Jesus will come again.

Advent is also a time of reconciliation and forgiveness, a time to reach out beyond ourselves to those we may have hurt by our actions or our words.  It is a time of reflection, reflection on our journey with Jesus, the Lord of our lives, reflection on where we have come from and hope for where we are going. This last is perhaps more true then ever in this year of pandemic with all its uncertainties.
Our Collect already sounds the double note of preparation and hope: cast away the works of darkness and put on the armour of light… when he shall come again we may rise to the life immortal. We need to be ready for that great and glorious second coming.

Our reading from Isaiah is certainly a message of hope, speaking to a time when God’s kingdom will be fully present here on earth, when there will be an end to all the bad things that happen when people lose sight of God in the world and in their lives.  Isaiah says to God “because you hid yourself we transgressed” – but was God really hiding or were people just ignoring him? More likely, God was “hiding in plain sight” as we say. And yet there is hope in the message: “we are the clay, you are the potter, we are all the work of your hand”. An acknowledgement of the supreme power and rule of God, if only we can accept that power and what it can do in our lives. 

Our gospel strongly warns us to be prepared, to be ready, because we have no way of knowing when that second coming will happen.  God’s time is not our time, and that second coming will be as unexpected as the flood which covered the earth and left only Noah and his family safe.  The Gospel says that not even Jesus – not even the Son – knows the time of the second coming, but only the Father.  That’s about as much of a surprise as you can get! So much for those Yonge Street prophets of doom and the imminent end of the world, so much for when 1999 turned into 2000 and the world did NOT fly off its axis, despite the predictions at the time.
Let’s unpack this teaching of Jesus a bit and see what there is for us today in these warnings. Bear in mind that at the moment Jesus taught this he was preparing himself for the tribulations he knew awaited him in Jerusalem.
Jesus is saying that even after tribulations and unusual activity (but he doesn’t mention bogus messiahs!) we can look forward to his return, which none of this can eclipse, and to the gathering of all God’s people. And he means ALL OF THEM – from the four winds, the ends of the earth, as diverse and widespread as Creation itself, but all converging on that single points of Jesus, the focal point of divine redemption.
We might ask what that fig tree is doing in the middle of this discourse – did someone’s cut-and-paste go astray? Well, no, it is in keeping with the need of the people of Jesus’s time to have signs – always signs! Most of the trees in Judea, like olives, terebinth and evergreens, kept their leaves all year round, so did not give any signs of the changing seasons. But the fig tree was different, it shed its leaves in winter and only started to bud in late spring, so people knew summer was coming – but they still did not know WHEN (any more than we do with the same signs!) People knew how to interpret that sign: it meant that the expected event was near, but there was no set date on it, no way to put it on the calendar or program it into our phones.

Jesus was also trying to make the point that everything that happens – Eden, Flood, disasters and so on – are not discrete, independent events, but all facets of that one great event called Creation. In the same way, the events of his life were all phases of a continuum – Incarnation, crucifixion, resurrection, ascension and return. In this way the Incarnation which we are now preparing to celebrate and the return which we are challenged to prepare for are the bookends if you like of a life lived entirely under obedience to God. Jesus admits to not knowing when the Son of Man will return in glory, and he is content to leave that matter entirely in the hands of God.
Like the landlord who left his servants in charge and did not indicate when he would return but told the doorkeeper to be on the watch, so Jesus is telling us to be on watch and keep awake, alert, for something we know is coming, but without knowing exactly when.

We are called, then, to live in hope and confidence, preparing ourselves in the immediate to celebrate the birth of Jesus as Christmas, but in the longer term preparing ourselves for his return, at a time unknown to all but God.
