Luke 21:25-36

25“There will be signs in the sun, the moon, and the stars, and on the earth distress among nations confused by the roaring of the sea and the waves. 26People will faint from fear and foreboding of what is coming upon the world, for the powers of the heavens will be shaken. 27Then they will see ‘the Son of Man coming in a cloud’ with power and great glory. 28Now when these things begin to take place, stand up and raise your heads, because your redemption is drawing near.” 

29Then he told them a parable: “Look at the fig tree and all the trees; 30as soon as they sprout leaves you can see for yourselves and know that summer is already near. 31So also, when you see these things taking place, you know that the kingdom of God is near. 32Truly I tell you, this generation will not pass away until all things have taken place. 33Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away. 34“Be on guard so that your hearts are not weighed down with dissipation and drunkenness and the worries of this life, and that day catch you unexpectedly, 35like a trap. For it will come upon all who live on the face of the whole earth. 36Be alert at all times, praying that you may have the strength to escape all these things that will take place, and to stand before the Son of Man.” 

A Promise Big Enough to Save Us or An Impossible Possibility

Here we are at the beginning of Advent, a time when we are usually thinking about Christmas shopping, parties, caroling, family gatherings, good food, and college football. It’s not a time that we like to think about distress among nations, heaven and earth passing away, and fainting with fear. My fondest church memories surrounding the Advent season include Christmas trees, wreaths, candles and beautiful music, not the stuff of apocalypse and Armageddon.  

I’m relatively young – as many of you so kindly point out – and many in our church are young, with children who dream about toys and dolls and vacations, not the heavens being shaken. Let’s face it; those of us who are young, and happy, and healthy, with houses and careers and families,  don’t like to think about the end-of-the-world. We like the world as it is, more or less, and we look forward to things getting better, not worse. 
But there are people among us who don’t see things quite the same way. Their joy has been squeezed out of them by events and circumstances over which they have little or no control, events and circumstances that cause endless anxiety and fear. Health issues. Age issues. Death issues. Last month, most of us got a small taste of that anxiety as Hurricane Sandy devastated our community. We prayed more than usually on that windy night when so many lives were lost, so many homes destroyed. But when it was all over with, we got back into our old routine. As our anxiety level dropped, so did our zeal to seek God. It reminds me of the protagonist in The Da Vinci Code, Robert Langdon, as played by Tom Hanks in the film version. When asked if he believed in God, Langdon confessed his agnosticism, but admitted that once, as a child, when he fell into a well, he prayed to Jesus for deliverance. While experiencing a crisis, he expressed faith, but when all was going well, he no longer knew God.
In today’s text, Jesus reminds us that a final day “will come upon all who live on the face of the whole earth.” It may be the tendency of young folks to think of this day as some distant, hypothetical fantasy. But what about those whose life is approaching an end? Aren’t those people approaching their final day? Soren Kierkegaard writes, “There comes a midnight hour when all men must unmask.” Couldn’t Jesus be referring to such a day, a day that all human beings must face? For the young and healthy, that day seems but a distant possibility, but to the old, the sick, the infirm, that day seems much closer, much more frightening and impossible to ignore. And for them, Jesus’ words are apt metaphors for what they experience; such people feel like the stars and the moon are shifting. They feel the roaring of the sea and the waves around them. They feel the fear and foreboding of life as it concludes here. They have regrets. They have doubts. They are like the people who Luke is writing to, people whose lives were a coin toss every day – today I might live or I might die. 
And the reason for their despair is that they see no way out of the whole mess. Death comes regardless of anything they can do. Friends can’t help them. Money can’t help them. Positive thinking won’t help them. They need nothing short of a miracle to rescue them from this despair…

Which brings me back to today’s text. Jesus says, “when these things begin to take place, stand up and raise your heads, because your redemption is drawing near.” Raise your heads, because your redemption is drawing near! You know, we Protestants use the word “Gospel” an awful lot – gospel music, gospel singer, gospel writer, gospel preacher. Gospel means good news. But that Good News means nothing to one who is already living a good life. The reason first world countries have diminishing numbers of folks identifying themselves with any faith is that life is good enough for them to avoid the issue of death for a long time. In third world countries, where life is cheap and precarious, we find people swarming into churches to worship, to pray, to thank God for their salvation. These people know a thing or two about despair, and in the Gospel, despair and hope are linked together: The prophet Amos writes, “The day of the Lord is darkness and not light.”  To the person who already has life, and experiences it as good, the promise of life means nothing; if you’re living in a good home with good food, good job, good family, good health, the Gospel means nothing. But when that life hangs in the balance, when despair starts to set in, what you need is nothing short of a miracle, because nothing in this world is adequate to take away that despair: what is merely possible in our world is not sufficient. We require the impossible, something from beyond this world that can help us transcend this thing we call death. 

And the beauty of the Bible is that it conveys God’s promise to do just that – to bring us beyond death. God promises us that which seems, in this world, to be impossible. The Bible tells us of a God that loves us enough to give up his own life for us, and in today’s passage this God tells us that when death closes in we need not shrink in despair but instead tells us to stand and look up from whence our redemption comes. We can stand before the Son of Man with our chin up, knowing that we stand before the one who has already given himself for us.
Our faith is contrary to any of our experience in this world. However there is nothing in this world can save us from death. Only the one who comes into the world, the Son of the living God, can save us. And for this we celebrate this Advent, not just another repeat of Jesus’ arrival 2000 years ago, but as Christ’s coming to us, in the midnight of our despair, and telling us to look up, take heart, and stand before him in the confidence that we are redeemed by his blood. 

