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SCRIPTURE READING  Mark 13:24-37 

“But in those days, following that distress, 

“‘the sun will be darkened, 
 and the moon will not give its light; 
the stars will fall from the sky, 
 and the heavenly bodies will be shaken.’[a] 

“At that time people will see the Son of Man coming in clouds with great power and 
glory. And he will send his angels and gather his elect from the four winds, from the 
ends of the earth to the ends of the heavens. 

 “Now learn this lesson from the fig tree: as soon as its twigs get tender and its leaves 
come out, you know that summer is near. Even so, when you see these things happening, 
you know that it is near, right at the door. Truly I tell you, this generation will certainly 
not pass away until all these things have happened. Heaven and earth will pass away, but 
my words will never pass away. “But about that day or hour no one knows, not even the 
angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. Be on guard! Be alert! You do not 
know when that time will come.  

It’s like a man going away: He leaves his house and puts his servants in charge, each with 
their assigned task, and tells the one at the door to keep watch. “Therefore, keep watch 
because you do not know when the owner of the house will come back—whether in the 
evening, or at midnight, or when the rooster crows, or at dawn. If he comes suddenly, do 
not let him find you sleeping. What I say to you, I say to everyone: ‘Watch!’” 

 

SERMON    

Today marks the beginning of the Christian Liturgical year, and it is significant that the year 
does not begin in celebration, Advent begins in the shadows of despair, war, sorrow, and 
anxiety. This story opens to find us wandering blindly in the cold darkness of uncertainty. 

Today’s Gospel reading for this first-Sunday-of-Advent is frankly, kind of surprising. Instead 
of Angels appearing to say, “Do not be afraid”, or hopeful ancient prophesies of God’s 
comfort and renewed divine presence, we are reading about the end of time and God’s final 
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judgment on the earth! Jesus describes the total collapse of the present world order and the 
establishment of God’s realm. Complete disorder brings about God’s new order. 

This conversation with Jesus all started earlier in Chapter thirteen of Mark’s Gospel, when his 
disciples were sitting with him in the holy Temple. One of them admires the architectural 
magnificence and structural integrity of the Temple. Jesus then tells them, “There will not be 
one stone of the Temple left sitting upon another. It will all be broken down… Nation will rise 
against nation…there will be earthquakes and famines, brother will betray brother… those 
will be days of distress unequaled from the beginning, when God created the world, until 
now.”   

I imagine that the disciples were pretty freaked out by this very dark, doomsday response, so 
they asked, “When? When will these things be, and what will be the sign when it’s about to 
happen?”  In response, Jesus paints a vivid picture of a world gone mad, plagued with disease, 
violence, wars, famines, and powerful natural disasters. He says that followers of Jesus, in 
particular, will be hated, persecuted, and even put on trial for their faith. It is a miserable 
forewarning.   

And only then, Jesus says will God intervene. So, Jesus warns them, “keep alert, keep awake”. 
So, let us pray this morning to be able to see in the dark.  

Guiding God, 
without the presence of your Holy Spirit, 
we are hopelessly lost on this Advent journey. 
Come to us in this place 
as we gather to hear your Word. 
Open our hearts to receive your Word 
Open our minds to understand it.  
May the words of my mouth  
and the meditation of all our hearts  
be pleasing and acceptable to you,  
our rock and our redeemer. Amen. 

You might find this kind of strange, but I think it’s great that our story of the coming Messiah 
begins with Jesus warning of ominous chaos and destruction. I like it because we begin in a 
place that we are all quite familiar with. We can debate the existence of God all day long and 
never find agreement but no one can argue against the very real existence of evil. And so-it- 
is, that in peering into the darkness and naming the shadowed places, we can begin to 
recognize the light. The light of God, breaking into the world out there and the world in here. 

Much of what Jesus is talking about in this Scripture reads as if it has been ripped from 
today’s news cycle, or pulled off a twitter feed or shared on your Facebook post. There is 
great fear among the nations. Our own nation is divided and torn apart. The sea and waves 
are ravaging the coastline. Many of us are living in dread, as Jesus said, “waiting for the 
things which are coming to the earth.” Things such as climate change and global warming, 
wild fires, earthquakes hurricanes and volcano eruptions. Mass shootings and terrorism 
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invade even our sacred spaces, and we are left so disoriented, even the sun and moon and 
stars look out of whack. So many are feeling the fatigue of quarantine. So many are living in 
fear of what is coming next. I know many of us go on self-imposed news black-outs just to 
preserve our sanity. 

This is how we begin our journey toward the light, by admitting that our world, our culture, 
our society and even our own lives are not as they should be. We live in a broken world in 
need of healing. 

Yet, imbedded in Jesus’ apocalyptic sermon, we discover precisely where the advent of hope 
is kindled. I think many people think of the apocalypse like some kind of epic Marvel 
Cinematic feature film, starring Chris Evans and Scarlett Johansson, scored by John Williams… 
opening Christmas Day! Who knows how that movie will end, but in the Bible, apocalypse 
literature always ends with the Divine rescue – and I don’t mean Evans and Johansson save the 
day.  This is God’s rescue and the dawn of an entirely new era of justice and redemption.  

The Greek word for apocalyptic actually means “uncovering” or “revealing”. God pulls aside 
the mystical veil for a moment to reveal what we know is already there, just as the #metoo 
movement exposes what is already there, and the Black Lives Matter movement exposes the 
blatant racism that is still rages. But also, these apocalyptic insights, give us a glimpse of the 
final scene that is yet to come. Even as the doomsday future is revealed, we also learn about 
what has already been deployed against the forces of evil and disorder. Spoiler alert…at the 
moment when all seems lost and the evil empire appears ready to strike the final blow, like 
the Mandalorian hero, God swoops in. “The Son of Man coming in clouds with great power 
and glory.” Evil, we are told, will be annihilated and all those under the boot of oppression 
will be liberated by a God that is only good. 

As he frequently does, Jesus uses an analogy that points to nature.  

“Now learn this lesson from the fig tree: as soon as its twigs get tender and its leaves come 
out, you know that summer is near. Even so, when you see these things happening, you 
know that it is near, right at the door.”  

Our Advent hope is like the hope of a landscape designer or a gardener. My wife Natalie is 
both. Her hope for her organic garden to flourish is NOT wishful thinking. It is a hope built on 
her alertness to all the elements that contribute to a fertile garden and also her vigilant 
attentiveness to the multitude of threats that seek to devour her plants, engulf her 
vegetables, and deform her shrubs and trees. She is out there every day watching, nurturing, 
protecting and waging a just-war on anything that stands in the way of life blossoming into a 
rich harvest. And to be honest, even with all her effort, care, expertise and focus, there are 
times when evil claims a victim. Yet, year after year she actively waits, knowing that spring is 
around the corner, germination will happen, the plantings will sprout again and the earth will 
provide us - and all forms of life around us - with beauty, nutrition and joy.       

I think what Jesus is saying it that we should be like Natalie, a VIGILANT GARDENER. As 
followers of Jesus, we are to constantly be awake to His presence all around us. We are to be 
alert to anything that threatens our connection with the Living God. What Jesus reveals to us 
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and urgently wants us to know is that even now, God is with us. The dominant powers of 
today are not the ultimate powers. Empires will fall, tyrants will be toppled, hatred will be 
vanquished, conflicts will resolve, disease will be cured and refugees will find a home. 

The work in not yet done. We must admit that. We live in the tension of what our faith 
proclaims and what we see all around us, yet between memory of God’s rescue and our hope 
for a better day, we are compelled to continue on. Sometimes I think that to be a vigilant 
gardener is to be a masochist. It’s not easy to hold onto hope when nature itself seems to 
conspire against you. But then, against all odds, the trees blossom, the harvest ripens, the 
bushes bear sweet fruit. The vigilant gardener sees a horizon beyond the current moment.  

Knowing this ultimate truth, that God is even now all around us, on the move, and actively 
animating all life force, is how we can begin to see in the dark. This is the advent of hope that 
gives us night vision to see a brighter day, and like the vigilant gardener, we are awakened to 
a deeper truth, alert, watching and waiting in heightened anticipation of the inevitable coming 
of our victorious God of grace. Our God is on the move - the God who breathed this world 
into being, placed stars into the heavens and designed a butterfly's wing. This is the God who 
entrusted his life to the care of ordinary people like us. The God who became vulnerable so 
that we might know how strong the power of Love is. This is a mystery so deep it is 
impossible to grasp. A mystery so beautiful it is impossible to ignore.  

Like vigilant gardeners, we stand together, watching and waiting, alert and awake. Even in a 
time of quarantine, we continue to be a nurturing community of faith, that honors God 
through service and mission. This is God’s vision for TriCon church and the pandemic has not 
canceled that!  

Even now, let our heads be lifted up, salvation is near.  Even now, as we live between memory 
and hope, let us light candles of defiance against the darkness of despair, sorrow, grief and 
discord. Let us be alert, awake and aware of God before us, around us and within us. Even 
now, as we begin Advent 2020 in the shadowed valley, let our vigilant hope guide us through. 
This is a powerful and daring faith that, even in times like these, lights candles of hope, 
peace, joy and love. AMEN! 

 

 


