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SUMMARY
Jesus warns us to be ready for his return. What does he mean?

AT A GLANCE
We try to be ready for anything. We have first-aid kits, smoke alarms, generators, took kits, flashlights and more. But we can’t be ready for everything. Sometimes we face an emergency for which we are not prepared. In today’s text, Jesus says we should be ready. But how? When? And for what?

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s epistle text, see “Alarm Clock Christianity,” November 27, 2016. 

The Boy Scout motto is the same as the Girl Scout motto: “Be Prepared.” This means when you set out on a wilderness expedition, you are ready for a rattlesnake bite, a sprained ankle, a giardia infection (usually followed by a nasty case of diarrhea), mountain sickness, poison ivy, wet or cold weather, a lacerated arm, the sudden appearance of a grizzly bear or mountain lion, sunstroke and dehydration. Or, in the words of Lord Robert Baden-Powell, the founder of Boy Scouts, you’re prepared “for any old thing.”
That’s why a good Scout always has a first-aid kit at the ready, as well as a pocketknife, rain gear, flashlight, map, compass, matches, water bottle, sun protection, food and extra clothes to prepare for a variety of contingencies. 
But readiness can apply to other situations as well. What if there were a medical crisis in the home? 
Is a first-aid kit available quickly? Are emergency phone numbers on hand? Is the home protected by a security system? Are fire extinguishers working? Are smoke alarms installed? Are flashlights available? 
What about high-anxiety moments that can occur while driving? Is the spare tire inflated, and are all the pieces for the jack in place? Is the vehicle equipped with a can of compressed air, flares and a tool kit tricked out with screwdrivers, pliers, WD-40 and duct tape? 
Perhaps no demographic is better prepared for “any old thing” than preppers, for whom the Carl Sagan mantra is the gospel truth: “Extinction is the rule; survival is the exception.” If you’re preparing for extinction or Armageddon, you are probably in a state of readiness for lesser crises as well. No self-respecting prepper is going to be without toilet paper.
This line of thinking helps us consider whether we are in a “state of readiness” for the coming of Christ. 

What Is Readiness?
New York City restaurant owners boarded up their windows ahead of Hurricane Irene in 2011. 
Noah didn’t wait until it started raining to build the ark.
One might say that readiness is being reasonably prepared for possible contingencies. But let’s look at what others have said about being prepared for possible outcomes: 
· “If I had eight hours to chop down a tree, I’d spend six hours sharpening my axe.” (Abraham Lincoln)
· “There’s no harm in hoping for the best as long as you’re prepared for the worst.” (Stephen King)
· “By failing to prepare, you are preparing to fail.” (Benjamin Franklin)
· “It is easier to prepare and prevent than to repair and repent.” (Ezra Taft Benson)
· “The time to repair the roof is when the sun is shining.” (John F. Kennedy)
Being in a constant state of readiness might mean jacking up preventive maintenance. This applies to health and wellness, as well as the upkeep of machinery, roads and the nation’s infrastructure. When a bridge collapses, as one did in Pittsburgh’s Frick Park, there’s usually one reason: neglect. The Flint water crisis can be attributed in part to poor maintenance and inspections that never happened. When a dam bursts, someone didn’t see the warning signs. How many communities are not in a state of readiness in the event of a school shooting, a tornado touching down or a gas line rupturing?
But we don’t want to refer to the coming of Jesus Christ in terms of a disaster. Yet, since we are now at the height of the holiday season, tension is no doubt rising! You’re back on your blood pressure meds, and you’re popping happy pills to keep an even keel as events reel about you. You have places to go and people to see, presents to buy, costumes to make, relatives to visit. Jesus put it this way: “For as in those days before the flood they were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage” (Matthew 24:38). We must confess that on many levels, our disaster preparedness is a disaster, and our asset management has been abysmal. It’s the same this year as last year: awful.
The coming of Jesus as a baby or the second coming of Christ as the Lord of glory is a blessed event. But it is not so blessed if we aren’t prepared and eager for the arrival of our Savior and Redeemer. 

Why Do We Resist Preparing?
It’s human nature to resist being told what to do. 
Harry R. Truman (not Harry S.) was born October 30, 1896. His birthday isn’t important, but the day he died is. Truman, according to Wikipedia, “was an American businessman, bootlegger, and prospector. He lived near Mount St. Helens, an active volcano in the state of Washington, and was the owner and caretaker of Mount St. Helens Lodge at Spirit Lake near the base of the mountain. Truman came to fame as a folk hero in the months leading up to the volcano’s 1980 eruption after refusing to leave his home despite evacuation orders. He was killed by a pyroclastic flow that overtook his lodge and buried the site under 150 feet of volcanic debris.” 
Truman died May 18, 1980, when Mount St. Helens erupted. He reminds us of Jesus’ comments in our text: “Understand this: if the owner of the house had known in what part of the night the thief was coming, he would have stayed awake and would not have let his house be broken into” (v. 43). But not Truman. He refused to be told what to do. He loved the mountain, no doubt. But he was cantankerous and stubborn, and many thought he was an old fool. 
So why don’t we get ready? Why don’t we prepare? One expert explains: People do not prepare for emergencies because they believe: 
· “Everything will be fine.”
· “The odds of a disaster are too small.”
· “I’ll jinx the whole thing if I prep.”
· “The government will save me.”
· “Someone else has prepped enough for the both of us.”
· “I don’t have enough room.”
· “I don’t have enough time.”
· “People will think I’m crazy.”
· “I don’t have enough money.”
· “I don’t have the right skills.”
· “I refuse to give in to fear and paranoia.”
· “I’m too old.”
· “My faith will save me.”
Everyone can identify with at least one of these excuses — and possibly most of them. They range from unreasonable optimism to disbelief, denial, doubt, fear, and a hope and a prayer: “Worst case scenario, someone will rescue me.”
Jesus seems to say otherwise: “Then two will be in the field; one will be taken and one will be left. Two women will be grinding meal together; one will be taken and one will be left” (v. 40). The apostle Paul reinforces the idea that there is a Rubicon that one crosses, there’s a point of no return, there’s a missed opportunity and additional chances are not possible. He writes to the Corinthians: “Now is the acceptable time; see, now is the day of salvation!” (2 Corinthians 6:2). 
Our text today is the carpe diem of the New Testament. Seize the day! Stay awake. Prepare and get ready! We haven’t a moment to lose!

Does Jesus Have an ETA?
Jesus explicitly says that the “Son” does not know the “day or hour” (v. 36). Does Jesus know when he will return? The answer is “no.”
Being ready would not be a problem if we knew when Jesus was returning. Then we could party hardy and sober up before his arrival. One writer put it this way: “Here, as is always the case, God reveals enough about the future to give us hope, but not so much that we do not have to live and walk by faith day after day.”
Some of you may be into eschatological schemes that rely heavily on the apocalyptic passages in the synoptic gospels, the book of Daniel, 1 Thessalonians 5, and of course, the book of the Revelation. So, you are familiar with post-millennial optimism, or amillennial pessimism, or the elaborate charts of dispensational premillennialism. It’s fun and games, but listen to the words of Jesus: “About that day and hour, no one knows” (v. 36). What is there about the words coming out of his mouth that we don’t understand? “No. One. Knows.” How can anyone presume to know what the Lord himself has professed to know?
This is precisely why we must be in a state of readiness. If we knew when grandma was coming for a three-month visit, we would postpone cleaning the house until days before her arrival. 
But we do not know. Ergo, we must be ready, “for the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected hour” (v. 44).

What Does the Bible Say?
“The wise store up choice food and olive oil, but fools gulp theirs down.” (Proverbs 21:20)
“Therefore let us not sleep, as others do, but let us watch and be sober.” (1 Thessalonians 5:6)
“Be on the alert, stand firm in the faith, act like men, be strong.” (1 Corinthians 16:13)

What Should We Do?
Verses 36 through 41 are interesting, but fraught with exegetical landmines and homiletical difficulties. 
Jesus’ words here are preparatory to his main point — the point on which we preachers should dwell: Be ready. “Keep awake therefore,” he says. 
Again, in verse 44, this message is repeated: “Be ready.” 
· Be ready to welcome the presence of Jesus. 
· Be ready to be a servant of God. 
· Be ready to live as we’re supposed to live. 
· Be ready to act in the interests of the kingdom. 
· Be ready to be faithful. 
This is the meaning of Paul’s comment to the Ephesian church, when he advises them to “[make] the most of time, because the days are evil” (Ephesians 5:16). This verse is preceded by a verse that acts like an alarm clock, as though Paul is banging on the bedroom door: “Sleeper, awake! Rise from the dead!” Then he continues, “Be careful then how you live, not as unwise people but as wise.” 
We must then redeem the time, as the KJV puts it. That is, we must be on high alert, ready to seize the moment to welcome the presence of Christ, to be a servant of God, to “be careful then how we live” (v. 15).
A person who lives in a state of readiness is a person who looks for opportunities to glorify God. This is a person who lives in anticipation of teachable moments, and who also is aware of dangers along the way. He or she pays attention to possible pitfalls or potential dangers. They see the signs that say, “Mind your head,” or “watch your step.” 
We don’t know much about when Jesus might show up in a cloud of glory, but we can be prepared for the moment when Jesus wants us to show up in his name in the lives of those around us. In his name, we love, we serve, we show kindness. 
In short, we live as though Jesus has already come again.
For indeed he has … in us!
Amen.
—Timothy Merrill and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.
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THE OTHER TEXTS 
Isaiah 2:1-5 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Ain’t Gonna Study War No More. The well-known African-American spiritual, “Down by the Riverside,” (also known as “Ain’t Gonna Study War No More”) has many settings and adaptations, but it generally follows a standard form with a single line that changes in each stanza. The song often begins: “Gonna lay down my burden / Down by the riverside (3x) / Gonna lay down my burden / Down by the riverside.” And then the chorus: “I ain’t gonna study war no more / Study war no more / Ain’t gonna study war no more (3x).” The following lines often appear in subsequent stanzas, replacing “lay down my burden”:
· lay down my sword and shield
· stick my sword in the golden sand
· try on my long white robe
· try on my starry crown
· put on my golden shoes
· talk with the Prince of Peace
· shake hands around the world
· cross the river Jordan
· climb upon that mountain
· climb the road to heaven
This is the First Sunday of Advent, when churches traditionally light the Candle of Hope. Explain how we might “study peace” instead of “studying war.” Invite a soloist or group to sing the spiritual, or lead the congregation in singing some of the verses. Write a litany in which the response is: “Ain’t gonna study war no more.” You could also use it as a transition to the Second Sunday of Advent when lighting the Candle of Peace.
What Does the Text Say?
One traditional meaning of the name Jerusalem is “City of Peace,” and today’s reading clearly reflects this traditional understanding of — and hope for — the Bible’s most famous and best-loved city. Today’s reading is in three parts: (a) a superscription (v. 1); (b) a prophetic oracle of salvation about Jerusalem (vv. 2-4); and (c) the opening words of the following oracle of judgment about the house of Jacob (v. 5). The superscription locates the following oracle in a specific but general historical setting: “concerning Judah and Jerusalem” (v. 1). The opening words of the oracle temporally locate the events it describes “in days to come” (v. 2). The purpose of Zion’s elevation to prominence is to draw nations to the locus of divine revelation here described as God’s “ways,” “paths,” “instruction” and “the word of the Lord” (all found in v. 3). This revelation from “the God of Jacob” (v. 3) will serve as the basis for adjudicating conflicts between nations so that war will become obsolete (v. 4). The imagery for which the oracle is perhaps best known — “swords into plowshares” and “spears into pruning hooks” (v. 4) — occurs only in this oracle. The vision is of the peaceable kingdom elaborated elsewhere in the book of Isaiah. At this early stage in the theme’s development, only the social imagery is employed; in its fully developed form, even the natural environment, in the form of normally antagonistic animals, participates in the eschatological cessation of violence that constitutes the redemption of all creation. Isaiah’s vision of the new heaven and the new earth is the fullest version of that idea in the OT, and much later will significantly influence NT writings on the subject.

Psalm 122 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
On this first Sunday of Advent, the preacher can relate this text to Jesus Christ. He was a legal descendant of the house of David; he is the Prince of Peace; he had a connection with both Jerusalem and tabernacle/temple. See John 1:14, where “lived among us” comes from a NT Greek verb associated with “tabernacle,” via the LXX Greek of the Hebrew mishkan. God’s Incarnate Son “tabernacled with us” = “pitched his tent” with us. His peace is with us.
What Does the Text Say?
“A song of ascents” (superscription in v. 1 of Psalms 120-134) refers to the people or priests of Israel as they literally and spiritually were going up to Jerusalem or to the temple/tabernacle located there. The word in Hebrew can mean “stairs,” but it has the specialized sense in these psalms of a religious pilgrimage or procession. This is confirmed in verse 4, which speaks of the tribes of the Lord (expressed more poetically by the repetition) going up to Jerusalem “as was decreed for Israel, to give thanks to the name of the Lord”; the phrase “go up” is etymologically related to “ascents.” The last part of verse 4 parallels Deuteronomistic theology that asserts certain religious observances are to take place only at Jerusalem (see such passages as Deuteronomy 12:5-28 and 2 Kings 17:9-12, which, in context, refer to Jerusalem). “The house of the Lord” (bayit YHWH) of verses 1 and 9 can refer to either the temple or its predecessor, the tabernacle (as in Joshua 6:24 and 1 Samuel 1:24). Both are closely associated with Jerusalem from the time of King David and beyond. After David had conquered Jerusalem from the Jebusites, he established it as his capital, located centrally between the northern and southern tribes of Israel. He later moved the Ark of the Covenant there (2 Samuel 6:15 ff.). Thus, he shrewdly used both geography and religion to help unify Israel’s northern and southern tribes and solidify his rule. “The house of David” (v. 5) refers to his dynasty. David’s dynasty, Jerusalem and Israelite religion (the Ark of the Covenant and tabernacle/temple) are inextricably linked. “Pray for the peace of Jerusalem” (v. 6), shalom yerushalayim in Hebrew, has the consonants sh-l-m in common (shalom appears also in vv. 7-8).

Romans 13:11-14 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Set Your Alarm. This text evokes the routine many people go through in the morning as the day begins. You slowly start “to wake from sleep” (v. 11). You are vaguely aware that “the night is far gone, the day is near” (v. 12). You might lay abed for a few minutes, perhaps even doze off. But, finally, you cast aside the bed covers (“Let us then lay aside the works of darkness”), and you get up to face the morning, or the “light.” You get dressed, and the apostle Paul suggests that you “put on the Lord Jesus Christ” (v. 14). You are then prepared to live your day “honorably … not in reveling and drunkenness, not in debauchery and licentiousness, not in quarreling and jealousy” (v. 13).
What Does the Text Say?
This four-verse pericope is embedded in a lengthy exhortation that stretches from 12:1 to 15:13. Throughout this portion of his letter to the church at Rome, Paul encourages believers to live in ways that are consistent with their faith. While 13:11-14 shares a hortatory purpose with the surrounding material, this specific passage exhibits a heightened urgency. Paul’s exigency is especially notable in verses 11-12, with temporal terms such as “time,” “now” and “moment.” His petition is further intensified with the pronouncement that “Salvation is nearer to us now than when we became believers.” He also presses them with a metaphorical expression “to wake from sleep” because “the night is far gone [proekoyen], the day is near [hggiken].” Given salvation’s proximity, Paul instructs the Roman believers to “lay aside the works [erga] of darkness and put on the armor [opla] of light” (v. 12b). The contrasting imagery is effective: Whereas darkness concerns works (labors), light is about protection and preparation for conflict. These dual goals are then developed more explicitly in verses 13-14. Jesus’ disciples are to “live honorably” and put off sins of the flesh such as “reveling,” “drunkenness,” “debauchery,” “licentiousness,” “quarreling” and “jealousy.” As Christians, they are to “put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires.” In sum, followers of Christ are marked by their faithfulness and manner of living.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

[Diana Butler Bass reflecting on her teenage years, when her church youth group was transfixed by the idea of The Rapture.]
We believed that history was ending and soon the entire planet would be destroyed in a fiery conflagration between good and evil. Judgment was at hand. The kingdom of God was near. We were vaguely aware that Christians had always thought this to be so, but no previous generation could really imagine the end of the world. We could. It was our birthright, those of us born under the long shadows of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, raised with the omnipresent threat of a Communist Bomb. We were born to early death. There seemed to be more than one reason they called us “the baby boom,” for surely we would know the destruction of all things. Everything was destined to blow.
What choices do you have at the end of the world? Sex, drugs, and rock-and-roll? Get as rich as you can and damn the rest? Eschewing both hedonism and greed, some of us chose God instead, a God who promised that the world did not really matter, and that He had a Plan. An escape plan. … A paperback on racks at the grocery store called The Late Great Planet Earth unpacked the secrets of the Plan — also known as The Rapture.
There was an out. Even though things were very, very bad, God would rescue the faithful before the worst of the global crises broke forth. The born again, those who kept themselves pure from sin, would be taken up to heaven in an instant — “raptured” — to watch the end of humanity from the safe precincts of heaven with Jesus, their Lord and Savior. …
Jesus, however, did not snatch us up. No matter the signs of the times, he tarried. We went from those backyard bonfires to college and work and having families and taking our place in church and society. There was a revival of apocalyptic fervor at the end of the millennium, just as the baby boomers’ children were old enough to understand the terror of living at the end of world. No Rapture. And yet another generation was born. Still no Rapture. …
Instead of being raptured, we were left behind to muddle through the world.
—Diana Butler Bass, “Rupture, Not Rapture: Advent Dreaming and Apocalyptic Mindfulness,” The Cottage blog, November 28, 2021.
https://dianabutlerbass.substack.com/p/rupture-not-rapture.
Retrieved June 22, 2022.

##

The U.S. military has a talent for giving innocuous names to things that are terrifying. Case in point: the Air Force’s “Global Strike Command.” Sounds rather ordinary, as military names go. What it really means is “thermonuclear death force.”
The Global Strike Command deploys and maintains the nation’s ballistic missiles, hidden away in underground silos around the country. According to the infamous military doctrine called MAD — “mutually assured destruction” — the Global Strike Command keeps its missiles at a high level of readiness to deter America’s enemies from attacking.
One of the workhorses of the missile fleet is known as the Minuteman. At one time, the Air Force had more than a thousand of them. Now they number several hundred. The Minuteman was named for Colonial-era militiamen, who famously hung muskets and powder horns by their doors so they could deploy at a moment’s notice. It was one of the first solid-fuel rockets.
When first deployed, the Minuteman was a big improvement in readiness. Earlier missiles were liquid-fueled, which meant they had to be fueled up just prior to launch: a potentially disastrous delay of several minutes.
Readiness is important to the Global Strike Command. For very different reasons, Jesus needs his disciples to be minutemen and minutewomen: not to be ready to rain fire from the sky, but to remain alert for the coming of God’s reign of peace.

##

If you’ve ever had physical therapy, you may have watched as your therapist strapped weights to your ankles before putting you through your paces. The weights make the exercises more difficult, but they hasten the day when you can get around with confidence.
The apocalyptic passages in Scripture are like that. No doubt they’re heavy: who would want to go around with weights strapped around their hearts? But that’s what apocalyptic literature does. It creates a momentary tightness in our chests. It’s meant to be heavy.
The Bible’s apocalyptic passages are a training regimen for Christ’s church. May we never live through such fearful times! But the simple act of imagining them strengthens us for the living of all our days to come: the bright and sunny ones, as well as those shrouded with gloom.

##

In a 2017 interview with Bloomberg, Aaron Jackson, then the CEO of Wise Co., a Salt Lake City-based producer of freeze-dried fare with a 25-year shelf life, declared that his food was a staple “that every American household in this age of uncertainty should have.” Jackson estimates that survival food sales alone total about $400 million annually. The company delivers certainty in a pallet of black plastic buckets for $9,499.99. Supposedly, this mail-order pantry can provide three meals a day for one year for a family of four. Long-term food buckets for your “deep larder” can now be bought at Kmart and Bed Bath & Beyond. Costco recently had a page dedicated to “Emergency Food by the Pallet,” advertising “one year of food storage” for $4,999 …
If you are a prepper, you probably haven’t told anyone …
The reason for secrecy, according to a paper published last year by Kezia Barker at Birkbeck, University of London, is because “hoarding” has been deemed pathological. We’re meant to trust business, trade networks, and markets to provide what we need, to not question the resiliency of globalization. But as these systems shudder under the weight of a worldwide catastrophe, the curtain has been pulled back on the dangers of free-market faith. Prepping is, at its heart, a kind of activism, a bulwark against the false promises of capitalism, of the idea of endless growth and the perpetual availability of resources.
—Bradley Garrett, “We Should All Be Preppers,” The Atlantic, May 3, 2020.
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/05/we-should-all-be-preppers/611074/.
Retrieved June 22, 2022.

##

“Beloved ones, know what is true: this world is in haste, and it is nearing the end.” (Wulfstan, archbishop of York, A.D. 1014.)
These apocalyptic sentiments could have appeared yesterday on the front page of The New York Times, or 2,000 years ago in an epistle to the early church. In fact, they were written just over 1,000 years ago, by an Anglo-Saxon bishop. They are the opening of a sermon preached by Wulfstan, archbishop of York, in A.D. 1014....
Like many medieval Christians, Wulfstan believed that the end of the world was a prospect with which all thinking people ought to reckon seriously. It seemed only wise: Christ warned his disciples to read the signs of the times, to recognize “wars and rumors of wars,” upheavals in the natural world, and the prevalence of sin and violence as indications that the apocalypse would soon be at hand. …
In 1014, however, Wulfstan had specific reasons for feeling that the end times could not be far away. England was in a dire state. Since the last decades of the 10th century, the Vikings — Anglo-Saxon England’s old enemies — had been conducting campaigns of persistent and devastating raids, ever growing in intensity. The pressure to resist them had drained the country financially, militarily, psychologically, emotionally. …
In his apocalyptic sermon, Wulfstan speaks to a country in total moral collapse. “Nothing has prospered now for a long time, at home or abroad,” he says, listing “harrying and hunger, burning and bloodshed,” plague, pillaging, and unfair taxation among the many evils afflicting the nation. But it isn’t a warmongering sermon; in fact, Wulfstan says very little about the enemy. He’s much more concerned with the idea that under sustained and unrelenting pressure, the English people have abandoned their obligations to family, community and country.
—Eleanor Parker, “The Sermon of the Wolf,” Plough Quarterly, May 31, 2022.
https://www.plough.com/en/topics/faith/witness/the-sermon-of-the-wolf.
Retrieved June 22, 2022.

##

Where the earthworms stopped, a world had ended. The telltale sign was an 8-inch-deep layer in the geological record at a site in present-day Syria called Tell Leilan. As reported in Nature earlier this year, archaeologists digging there “found a buried layer of wind-blown silt so barren there was hardly any evidence of earthworms at work. … Something [had happened] that choked the land with dust for decades, leaving a blanket of soil too inhospitable even for earthworms.”
The culprit, the archeologists concluded, was climate change: a century of drought 4,200 years ago that plunged much of the inhabited world into chaos. Before, the region surrounding Tell Leilan had been the wheat-growing breadbasket for Mesopotamia’s cities; then it became a dustbowl. The drought toppled the Akkadian Empire, one of history’s first superregional states, which collapsed amid famine and civil war. … It would be three centuries before Mesopotamia returned to a measure of stability. Meanwhile, the same drought, known as the 4.2 kiloyear event, seems to have devastated societies elsewhere too. It has been linked to civilizational collapse in the Indus River Valley and in Egypt, where the Old Kingdom succumbed to anarchy as the Nile’s water level dropped by 5 feet.
What happened to the Akkadians could well be what’s about to happen to us. The effects of climate change already show eerie parallels to the aftermath of the ancient drought. …
The paradoxical answer that ancient Judaism gave to such despair was a promise: the promise of doomsday. The coming “Day of the Lord” is a repeated theme of the Hebrew prophets. … On that day, the prophets declared, God would come to visit his people, taking vengeance on oppressors both foreign and homegrown and establishing lasting justice and peace. Wrath would be followed by renewal — for Israel, and perhaps for all of humanity as well, even the entire cosmos. The book of Isaiah foretells how the natural world itself will be restored with the arrival of “new heavens and a new earth”; God will “swallow up death forever” and “wipe away the tears from all faces (Isa. 65:17; 25:8).”
Isaiah is not speaking of “the end of the world,” notes the scholar N.T. Wright. Rather, he is foretelling a future in which God’s good creation, far from being destroyed, is transformed and renewed. This is what the “end of the age” meant to Jesus and his early followers …
—Peter Mommsen, “Hoping for Doomsday,” Plough Quarterly, May 31, 2022.
https://www.plough.com/en/topics/justice/environment/hoping-for-doomsday.
Retrieved June 22, 2022.

##

Good morning, church. If you’re visiting today, as I am, there are a couple of things you need to know right here at the start, because I’m your flight attendant and we’re in for a bumpy ride. The turbulence is predictable, since there are two different weather patterns that always collide on the first Sunday of Advent.
The first is a happy high-pressure front. Today is New Year’s Day for Christians — the first Sunday of the new church year — which sets our sights on the birth of the Messiah four weeks from now. Good news! The Christ is coming! It’s time to get the nursery ready and reorder your priorities, because every urgent thing in your life is about to kneel before the one important thing that wants to be born anew in you: Emmanuel, which is to say: the God in you, the God in the person sitting next to you, the God with us, above us, below us, and among us, willing to be made known through us, and at the same time willing to become small enough to hold in our arms. This baby’s on the way.
You’d expect champagne to be served on such a flight, but the happy high-pressure front is only one of the strong currents under our wings today. The other is a stormy low-pressure front, causing the captain to see strange things out the window. Christ is still coming, but in a cloud this time. Cabin service has been suspended due to the apocalypse, and we’re all sitting in exit rows. You don’t remember saying you would assist in case of an emergency? I’m afraid it’s too late to change seats now. You, me, Emmanuel — we’re all buckled in and we’re all in this together. This morning’s gospel is our wake-up call, and it may take a while to hear the good news in it.
—Barbara Brown Taylor, opening a sermon on Luke 21:25-28, “How to Live With High Anxiety,” in Always a Guest: Speaking of Faith Far From Home (Westminster John Knox, 2020), 1-8.

##

COMMENTARY 
Matthew 24:36-44
This passage, Matthew 24:36-44, falls in the midst of the larger context of Matthew 24, a chapter based largely on Mark 13, which is sometimes referred to as Mark’s “little apocalypse.” While the chapter in Matthew shares many similarities with its Markan counterpart and while the author of Matthew likely used Mark’s text as a source when writing this chapter as a whole, the pericope in verses 36-44 more closely mirrors the material in Luke 17:26-36 than it does anything in Mark. Thus, it seems likely that Matthew and Luke here were sharing a source other than Mark, possibly the hypothetical collection of Jesus’ sayings that modern scholars have called “Q” (short for the German Quelle, or “source”). Nonetheless, despite the material that Matthew has in common with Luke, there are enough differences to suggest that Matthew made his own modifications as necessary.
The basic theme of this pericope may be boiled down to the relationship between eschatology and ethics, or the question of how to live in the present in light of the uncertainties of the future. The imperative that the pericope promotes regarding this relationship is the need for persistent watchfulness. The motifs of watching and knowing figure prominently in this pericope such that a lack of knowledge provides all the more reason for remaining attentive.
The motif of knowledge that will be carried throughout this passage is introduced as early as verse 36, which suggests that the Father alone is in possession of the knowledge of the day and hour of the coming of the Son of Man. This verse stands in some tension with Jesus’ teaching just a few verses before in 24:33, which seems to suggest that there may be clues about when this time would come. However, this tension might be alleviated through the recognition that even if there are, in fact, clues (as v. 33 suggests), these clues do not constitute knowledge per se. There is also some question from a textual-critical standpoint within verse 36 about who knows and who does not know. While many ancient manuscripts include the text as it now appears in the NRSV, several others lack the phrase “nor the Son.” In the case of this variant, it is easier to explain why a scribe might have removed this phrase than to explain why it may have been added. A theological concern to preserve a sense of the Son’s omniscience could have been more than enough motivation to remove these few words. Thus, it is likely that the most original readings included the Son along with the angels in the collection of those who are ignorant of the day and hour.
Verses 37-39 comprise a unit within this pericope where verse 37 serves as a précis of the material that follows in verses 38-39. The basic point of both 37 and 38-39 is that one can observe a parallel between the time preceding the flood recounted in Genesis 7 and the present time in which Jesus is speaking. Just as the time before the flood was brought to a swift end because of a major event, so too will the present time be brought to a similar end with the coming of the Son of Man. In the same way that the people in Noah’s time were ignorant of what was about to befall them, so too does Jesus’ audience lack knowledge about when the hour might come. The lesson that might be gleaned from this parallel situation will be reiterated in verses 42 and 44: Stay alert and be ready.
At verse 40, the passage shifts from describing the Noachic parallel to offering two brief illustrations of how the moment of the Son’s coming will transpire. In verses 40-41, Jesus offers examples of two individuals who, to all appearances, are equal: two men who are in a field and two women who are grinding meal. The surprise is that despite every appearance of equality between the individuals in each pair, one is taken, and the other is not. There is no clue here why one should be chosen and the other abandoned.
The moral of the brief stories in verses 40-41 is spelled out in verse 42: keep awake! Indeed, verse 42 serves as the point of this whole section of Matthew from 24:37 to 25:13. It is at this point that eschatology and ethics meet. Rather than simply sitting back and waiting for the coming hour, those who heed the words of Jesus should be staying alert and paying attention. At precisely the point at which they might be expected to embrace inactivity, they are called to practice active waiting.
This imperative is illustrated with yet another example: a thief entering a house in the night. While some commentators speculate that Jesus’ example here is based on a recent burglary with which his audience might be familiar, it seems more likely that this illustration, like the two that preceded it in verses 40-41, is simply meant to provide a memorable image to drive home the rhetorical point. Indeed, the comparison of the coming hour with an unexpected thief is a fairly common one that runs throughout a wide swath of NT literature (cf. 1 Thessalonians 5:2, 4; 2 Peter 3:10; Revelation 3:3; 16:15).
The passage concludes in verse 44, which repeats the imperative that has already been issued in verse 42: keep alert and be ready. Unlike verse 42, however, there is an added emphasis in the Greek of verse 44. Where verse 42 simply reads, “Keep awake,” verse 44 includes an emphatic second-person plural pronoun, “You also must be ready.” The addition of this emphatic pronoun has the effect of driving the lesson home. Lest Jesus’ audience imagine that the illustrations and lessons that he has been giving apply to people other than themselves, the emphatic “you” highlights that everyone who hears this message is to take it to heart and be prepared for the coming hour. Thus, verse 44 serves as a fitting close to this passage which has consistently emphasized that no one can know when the hour will come, and thus, all must be prepared for its coming at any time.

CHILDREN’S SERMON Matthew 24:36-44
Hold up a Christmas wreath and ask the children if they will be decorating their houses soon. Find out why they decorate, and if they will have any friends or relatives visiting at Christmas. Put the wreath down and ask them if they would be ready if their visitors arrived today. Have them describe what their families still need to do — decorating, cleaning, wrapping presents, cooking. Admit that you would not be ready for visitors today, and you can certainly understand why they are not. Then tell them that there is one visitor that we have to be ready for every day: Jesus! Explain that the Bible says, “about that day and hour no one knows” (Matthew 24:36), and our job is to “keep awake therefore, for you do not know on what day your Lord is coming” (v. 42). Then ask them what they can do to get ready for Jesus. Suggest that they can prepare by going to worship and church school, loving their neighbor as they love themselves, feeding the hungry, giving clothes to the poor, and being honest and fair toward other people. Close by saying that all these actions will help them get ready for Jesus, for he “is coming at an unexpected hour” (v. 44).

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — Advent
One: Make ready a pathway for our God.
All: Clean out the debris in our hearts and our closets.
One: Clear out a space in our calendars.
All: Put aside any sense of unworthiness
One: And focus on the One who comes to love us.
All: Prepare a place in our homes and hearts.
One: Set the table and light the candles,
All: For Christ is coming.

Prayers — Advent
God of glory, we eagerly await the coming of our Savior. It continues to amaze us that the birth of this baby would change the world. Help us live as people of grace — people who are changed because we have encountered the living God. In a time when the world wants to segregate and divide people by political party, gender, race or religion, help us see beyond those labels to see all people as your children. Help us find common ground where we are able, following Jesus’ teaching and example. Let us realize our own ability to bring about change.
We strive to be people who live in the light, not weighed down by darkness or fear or uncertainty, but sometimes that’s difficult. Help us remember that your abiding love and mercy sustain us in times of fear. Our culture expects this to be a season of good cheer, but for some of us, the fears can be overwhelming. Many of us sit in fear of the unknown — worrying about what will happen tomorrow. We celebrate in the hope of the One who was born in a lowly stable and who will come again. We remember that he is Emmanuel, God with us. Always. That is what gives us confidence to unburden all our fears, concerns and joys with the One who created and sustains us. Amen.

Benedictions — General
As we leave this place and prepare to be God’s people sent into the world, let us keep awake! Let us be prepared! God encounters us in unexpected moments, with surprises of grace. Keep watch for those moments and be ready to respond in faith and hope. In the name of the triune God. Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
I Know Not Why God’s Wondrous Grace
Wake, Awake, for Night Is Flying
The King Shall Come When Morning Dawns
Worship and Praise* 
O Come, O Come Emmanuel (Tomlin)
What a Beautiful Name (Hillsong Worship)
Waiting Here for You (Smith)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
First Sunday of Advent, Cycle A
Isaiah 2:1-5
Psalm 122
Romans 13:11-14
Matthew 24:36-44
