Rev. Frances Savill                                                                                      Sunday November 27, 2011 Advent I
What are you hoping for?

Mark 13:24-37, Isaiah 64:1-9

Today is the first Sunday in Advent – four Sundays before Christmas-

What is your prayer this morning?
O Lord, please help me to prepare for another Christmas onslaught of rush and chaos, trying to get everything done, to make everyone happy, to survive with my sanity and maybe my humour intact.

For some there may be sadness at Christmas, for others it’s the struggle to get gifts for people who don’t really need anything, then there’s the tension between family members, or maybe there’s just a sense of emptiness, maybe even meaninglessness.

Advent is a season of preparation.
It’s a yearly opportunity to consider the future; God’s future.

Advent is a season, not of rejoicing first, but of turning, repenting, preparing, for God’s coming, so that we might rejoice.
Dietrich Bonhoeffer said “God’s coming is not only a matter of glad tidings, but first of all, “frightening news for everyone who has a conscience.”

The love that descended to Bethlehem is not the easy sympathy of a tolerant, benevolent God, but a burning fire whose light chases away every shadow, floods every corner, turns midnight into noon.

Our two texts this morning speak of momentous events – God coming into our midst.

From Isaiah, the text cries for God to come down and set things right.

The situation is that time of exile after Jerusalem is destroyed, after the people were carted off to Babylon, after years of pain and suffering.

The cry is for God to come down and act in a decisive and mighty way.

“O that you would tear open the heavens and come down, so that the mountains would quake at your presence— 2as when fire kindles brushwood and the fire causes water to boil— to make your name known to your adversaries, so that the nations might tremble at your presence!”
The only hope for God’s people is for God to come down and save them.
The cry of the people is that they know that they turned from God, they sinned, they wouldn’t accept God’s way, and so God gave them over to their own plans.

They wouldn’t say to God; “thy will be done.”

So God said to them; “thy will be done.”

In exile, in the hands of their enemies, Jerusalem destroyed, the Temple in utter ruins, the people returned to God.
In God’s time, God brought healing salvation, restored the people to their home, to faith, and saved them from their enemies again.

In Mark’s gospel we have Jesus speaking of a day that looks very much like the one Isaiah longed for – God tearing open the heavens – portents in the skies, the earth trembling, the sun will be darkened, the moon will not give it’s light.

Do you remember the stories of creation, God spoke and there was light – the sun to shine by day and the moon to shine by night.

Jesus speaks of a day when the forces of chaos overwhelm creation again, and all the earth trembles, and even the powers in the heavens are shaken.
God coming in judgment, Jesus returning in glory – gathering his people from the four corners of the earth.

When will this be, what will be the signs?

It will be like the signs that summer is coming, buds appear and we start to think that winter is over, flowers bloom, the days get longer.

When will summer arrive?
No one knows the day or hour.

But it will happen – you can count on it.

We watch, we wait, and we prepare.

That’s what this time of Advent is about.

The focus of Jesus’ words is two-fold.

First, you can count on his return in glory.

It is a certainty.

He is going to return.

The second irruption of eternity into time will be immediate, violent and conclusive.

But after Jesus makes that point clear he turns to the urgent words about watchfulness, keeping alert, being awake and at our posts when his return comes.

He compares us to servants in a household.

We don’t own the household, it is the Masters, but we have been entrusted with the care of it, until His return.

Sometimes it seems we get to thinking that this world belongs to us – that somehow we are the creators and owners of all we have, and this world we live in.

We are neither the creator, nor the owners, all of this is on loan. 

It all was created by God, it is all God’s, and in death we will prove that we own none of it, for we can take nothing of it with us….
We are servants, stewards, to care for God’s world until his return in glory.

So what will He find you doing upon his return at an unexpected hour?

Somehow having the Christmas lights up and presents under the tree isn’t the preparation Jesus had in mind, I don’t think.

Advent is about making room for this momentous event – when Jesus will return in all His glory.
Space in our lives comes when we clean house, when we let go of those things that keep us from fully embracing God.

We are to get rid of our old lives, in the words of the Apostle Paul, we are no longer to do whatever we like when we feel like it, being shaped by things and feelings instead of by God.

“Let the Word of Christ have the run of the house. 

Give it plenty of room in your lives.” (The Message Col 3:15)

That room comes as we pray, as we reflect on scriptures, as we let the Word of Christ have the run of our lives.

Advent is a time of watchfulness, of attentiveness to what God is doing in our lives, in our community, alert to the signs of God’s coming, and doing our part to be ready for that day.

Jesus has left us with work to do… each one of us… and together as his church.

“Go and make disciples of all nations, love God, love your neighbor.”

He has gifted every one of us, 
33”Beware, keep alert; for you do not know when the time will come. 34It is like a man going on a journey, when he leaves home and puts his slaves in charge, each with his work, and commands the doorkeeper to be on the watch.”

“And what I say to you I say to all: Keep awake.”
Advent reminds us that Jesus is in the world, the light grows brighter, His return in glory is closer than it was.

We who are here have been led in a special way to keep what is coming on our hearts and to shape ourselves according to it.

May our Advent preparations shape us so that we are ready for Christ’s return.

May the Holy Spirit guide our days, so that we might make room for our coming Saviour.

May we be watchful, attentive, ready, to receive our King.

Come Lord, Jesus, Come.
Amen. 
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