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It is Coming… 

(Now if only we knew what “it” is)

Isaiah 2:1-5; Matthew 24:36-44

CWZepp, BWCOB, November 28, 2010
About three months ago, a sign appeared at each main entrance to the church building out in the Greeting Hall.  Its initial pronouncement was simply “It’s coming.”  Within a week or two, a logo was added that told passers by that the anticipated event was our “First Fruits Celebration,” the capstone and highlight of our stewardship campaign this year.  But before that logo was added, the sign simply said “It’s coming…
Even with the addition, that was still the basic message: “It’s coming…”  Now when I first saw these signs, my first thought was – believe it or not – Macaulay Culkin from Home Alone.  You know, all those great screaming scenes?  So I must confess to some orneriness – I quickly googled “Macaulay Culkin Scream,” printed a nice sized picture, and taped it to one of the signs.  I never thought that it would last more than a day, but I think it stayed up there nearly a week. 

Now the other thing that those signs reminded me of was the publicity build-up to the release of the Segway back in December 2001. Do you remember that?  Earlier that year, one of the Silicon Valley digerati leaked the news that a new product was in the works that had the potential to be more revolutionary than the personal computer.  Another wrote that this new product – code-named simply “IT” – could turn out to be more important than the internet.  Months of media speculation ensued, and we were reminded again and again that “IT” was coming.  Eventually, word got out that “IT” was some new form of transportation, and we learned of a new codename – “Ginger”.  And the press machine continued, hailing IT as a device around which cities would be built.  In the end, after months and months of rampant media speculation and public hyperbole, “IT” finally came, and it turned out to be – a scooter.  A very cool scooter, granted, with a price tag to match, but a scooter all the same.  Like many Americans who had been taken in by the hype, my thoughts were voiced well by Diane Sawyer on the Good Morning America show when the Segway was finally publically unveiled: “That’s it?” 

Now, whether it is in our promotion of our First Fruits Celebration or the billing of an overhyped new product like the Segway, marketers know that the creation of suspense can be a most powerful ally in generating interest and enthusiasm in a product or event.  This technique is at the core of any campaign that centers around some variation of “Its coming.”  But it is also one of the more difficult marketing techniques to utilize.  Sometimes, it will elicit useless and undesirable  associations for the public – witness Macaulay Culkin.  At other times, the suspenseful publicity can outstrip its purpose and create a sense of extreme letdown when the product or event is finally revealed and doesn’t live up to the hype – witness the Segway.  

In still other cases, the effort to create suspense is just confusing and in the end, counterproductive.  Rather than generating interest, it kills enthusiasm.  Or rather than pulling us toward a promised end, it points toward an unlikely future.  Today, we are looking at two such suspense marketing campaigns that recur regularly in the corporate life of our faith: Advent and the Second Coming.  

Now, I first want to say that by suggesting that Advent and the Second Coming are in any way comparable to marketing campaigns, I am not suggesting that there is any kind of conspiracy within the Christian church to manipulate the hearts and minds of the people to the church’s advantage.  However, I would point out that the season of Advent represents the season of most consistently high worship attendance for many if not most Christian churches and that apocalyptic and end times literature and media are one of the more consistent niche markets in religious bookstores.  So there is certainly some good marketing happening on both fronts.  

But what I want to look at today is this: every year shortly after Thanksgiving the church enters the liturgical season called “Advent”, a word derived from the Latin “adventus” meaning simply “coming”.  And I am not sure that any of us really know what that really means anymore.  In many ways it has simply become a way of saying that Christmas is coming.  When I was a kid, opening the little doors on my Advent calendar, that was an extremely exciting thing.  But now, it just reminds me of all the many things I have to do in that “most wonderful time of the year.”  

If we take the tradition of Advent seriously, and pay attention to the full slate of lectionary scripture readings, we know that this season both commemorates the birth of Jesus of Nazareth and also anticipates his promised second coming.  So we are not just looking forward to another Christmas, but we are also looking forward to the second coming.  But frankly, I’m not sure that helps clarify things, because I’m not sure that any of us really know what that means anymore either.  

As a case in point, consider the two scriptures that were read just prior to the sermon.  In the Isaiah text, we see a prophetic vision of that day to come, when swords are beaten into plowshares and spears bent into pruning hooks, when nations settle things fairly between themselves and when war is no more.  It’s a grand utopian vision of a hoped for future.  But it is paired in the lectionary with another text that references the future in a very different way.  In referring to the end of the age after his disciples asked him a question about how they would recognize the sign of his coming, Jesus issues the words read today from the gospel of Matthew.  These words strike a far different tone than those of Isaiah.  While Isaiah’s tone suggests we should look forward with hope and expectation, Jesus’ tone in Matthew suggests we should be on the defensive as we look forward.  One text sounds like a promise, the other sounds an awful lot like a threat, even going so far as to compare the second coming to a burglary.  

There are many interpretive points to consider if we were going to look at either of these texts in depth, not the least of which is the declaration of Jesus in Matthew 24:34 that “this generation will not pass away until all these things have taken place.”  But I’m just looking at the broad strokes that bring us to focus on these particular texts in this particular season.  Why do we read these texts about the coming of the end of the age at a time of the year when most people are primarily concerned about the coming of the end of the month.  Why do we confuse the coming of the Christ child each year with the coming of Christ to judge the quick and the dead?  

From the standpoint of suspense marketing, I guess that this juxtaposition might make sense.  In recalling the events leading up to and predicting the birth of Jesus many years ago, the church can point to and build toward anticipation of another coming of Christ.  As we celebrate the Christ who came, we can build suspense as we wait for the Christ who is to come.  

But I have to confess, I’m just not buying it.  For one thing, if Advent was ever about something other than looking forward to Christmas, it has ceased to be that in our American culture.  To see the evidence, all you have to do is look around you and pay attention.  While Christmas has been “coming” in the department stores and many of our own and our neighbors homes and yards for several weeks, Advent is the time when it is finally acceptable and expected for it to come to the church.  As a worship planner, you can expect to hear about it if you do not begin to start singing Christmas carols on the first Sunday of Advent, or at the very least on the first Sunday of December.  Look around and pay attention.  If Advent was ever about looking forward, it is now about looking back.  December has become the most nostalgic month of the year both in and out of the church.  To try to refocus Advent now to really look forward to the second coming of Christ doesn’t generate interest or build suspense – it curbs our enthusiasm and kills our “Christmas spirit”.

Moreover, even if Advent were about looking forward to the second coming of Jesus, the church would be very hard pressed to name exactly what it is we are looking for.  Indeed, our chosen scripture readings embody that dilemma.  And then we enter in the fact that we have been waiting for nearly two thousand years for Christ to come again, all the while enduring a never-ending series of false prophets and interpreters of the “signs of the times” – none of whom (by the way) have been correct in their assessments that the end is near.  And never mind the fact that Jesus and many of the other central New Testament figures seem to believe that they themselves are living at the end of the age and make pronouncements to the effect that the end will come before all of their listeners have died.  And will the end bring universal salvation for all of Creation, like Alexander Mack and many others have believed throughout Christian history?  Or will it bring the harsh final judgment promised by so many pundits and prophets?  

All this has, in my opinion, served to distract the church rather than inspire it.  Rather than creating suspense to build enthusiasm for a Christ that has come and is coming, it has been relegated to a niche market in the Christian bookstore.  No, this is not what Advent is about.

But what then?  If Advent still holds any sway in our lives whatsoever, indeed, if there is yet any meaning for thoughtful Christians in the phrase “Christ is coming,” where are we to find it?  

To that end, I offer a story that claims to be true.  And while I am not able to verify it, I am nevertheless convinced that it contains much truth.  It goes like this:  

In 1994, two Americans answered an invitation from the Russian Department of Education to teach morals and ethics in their public schools. They were also invited to teach at prisons, businesses, the fire and police departments and a large orphanage, where lived about 100 boys and girls who had been abandoned, abused, and left in the care of that government-run program.  They were given permission to teach from their own faith perspective and one of them later related this story in their own words: 

It was nearing the holiday season, 1994, time for our orphans to hear, for the first time, the traditional story of Christmas. We told them about Mary and Joseph arriving in Bethlehem. Finding no room in the inn, the couple went to a stable, where the baby Jesus was born and placed in a manger. 

Throughout the story, the children and orphanage staff sat in amazement as they listened. Some sat on the edges of their stools, trying to grasp every word. Completing the story, we gave the children three small pieces of cardboard to make a crude manger. Each child was given a small paper square, cut from yellow napkins I had brought with me.  No colored paper was available in the city. 

Following instructions, the children tore the paper and carefully laid strips in the manger for straw. Small squares of flannel, cut from a worn-out nightgown an American lady was throwing away as she left Russia, were used for the baby's blanket. A doll-like baby was cut from tan felt we had brought from the United States. The orphans were busy assembling their manger as I walked among them to see if they needed any help. 

All went well until I got to one table where little Misha sat. He looked to be about 6 years old and had finished his project. As I looked at the little boy's manger, I was startled to see not one, but two babies in the manger. Quickly, I called for the translator to ask the lad why there were two babies in the manger. Crossing his arms in front of him and looking at this completed manger scene, the child began to repeat the story very seriously. For such a young boy, who had only heard the Christmas story once, he related the happenings accurately-until he came to the part where Mary put the baby Jesus in the manger. 

Then Misha started to ad-lib. He made up his own ending to the story as he said, "And when Maria laid the baby in the manger, Jesus looked at me and asked me if I had a place to stay.  I told him I have no mamma and I have no papa, so I don't have any place to stay. Then Jesus told me I could stay with him. But I told him I couldn't, because I didn't have a gift to give him like everybody else did. 

But I wanted to stay with Jesus so much, so I thought about what I had that maybe I could use for a gift. I thought maybe if I kept him warm, that would be a good gift. So I asked Jesus, "If I keep you warm, will that be a good enough gift?" And Jesus told me, "If you keep me warm, that will be the best gift anybody ever gave me." "So I got into the manger, and then Jesus looked at me and he told me I could stay with him---for always." 

That is what I believe Advent is truly all about.  For we do not only confess the incarnation in a baby 2000 years ago.  Nor must we only wait patiently for the end of the age when Christ will come again.  For that little baby who came, grew up and left us with a promise – “Remember I am with you always, even to the end of the age.”  That is the enduring and recurring promise of Immanuel – God with us.  That is what Advent is really all about.
Prayers of the People
Coming Christ, so often you come among us in ways that we do not expect.  When you came among us as a baby, we had difficulty seeing you in so small a form, so vulnerable, weak, and powerless; to a poor family of an oppressed and victimized people in an out of the way part of the world – not the king of glory that was expected.  When your spirit moves among us today, it is almost always in ways that we least expect.  Help us Lord, to wait on you and to recognize you among us, even when you come when, where, and how we least expect it.  

Coming Christ, forgive us when we don’t see you because we look in the wrong places.  And forgive us when we don’t see you alive among us today because we have become fixated on the way you were among us in the past.  We have so often failed to live as a people that believes your promise to be with us to the end of the age.  Lord, grant us hearts and minds to accept not only Immanuel past, but also Immanuel today.  

Coming Christ, in this ritual time of waiting, remind us again that what we await is already alive among us.  In this time of dreaming, awaken us again to our work in your continuing, living body.  In this time of preparation, speak through the prophets again, to proclaim the good news through their lives and ours.  In this time of remembrance, embolden us to believe that peace is born every time we choose it, hope is born every time we believe it, love is born every time we embrace it, and that you are born anew every time we gather in your name.  Coming Christ, remind us that you are indeed Immanuel – God with us.  

Benediction

The Lord has come indeed, but is also always coming again, in the hearts of those who live, and move, and have their being in Christ.  May we open ourselves this Advent to the Christ who has come and is coming.  Immanuel – God with us.  Always.  Amen.
