November 27, 2011
Keep Awake!
Mark 13: 32-37


Today is the first Sunday of Advent.  Advent is the season of the Christian year when we await the coming of the Christ-child and anticipate Christ’s second coming.  So often we get caught up in the hype of Christmas parties and shopping that even those little buttons don’t serve as enough of a reminder that “Jesus is the Reason for the Season”.  Even in the church, we sometimes get sucked into the swirling vortex of the Christmas hustle and bustle without making ourselves journey through the time of anticipation, which is Advent.


It seems that this year I have heard more people complain about how consumerism and commercialism have impacted our society to rush to Christmas, skipping over Thanksgiving and sometimes even Halloween.  It seems that we start hearing Christmas songs earlier each year too.  But what amazes me is that many people bypass Advent all together, and never even notice.  

Advent was designed to be the four week time of anticipation and preparation for Christmas and Christmas was intended to last longer than it would take to rip open the packages, inventory the loot, and separate the goodies from the trash.  The ancient custom of the twelve days of Christmas began on Christmas morning and went all the way through to Epiphany.  But it would seem that our society has done away with all of that to make our celebration of Christmas fit more conveniently into our lives.


As a child, I can never remember waiting until Christmas morning to open Christmas presents.  Back then, I thought that we opened our presents early because we lived far away from family and we would always travel all night on Christmas Eve to get to Grandma’s house on Christmas morning.  With four kids, we never had a car big enough to haul us and gifts.  The funny thing that I came to realize as I got older was the fact that, in reality, my Dad used our travel as a rationalization for the fact he couldn’t stand the anticipation of seeing our reactions to our gifts.  He could only handle it for so long and then he insisted that we open our presents.  The anticipation just about killed him and there was no way that he could postpone the gift-giving until Christmas Day.  He would have died for sure if he had lived in a place where the tradition was to receive one gift per day for the twelve days of Christmas.


As hard as it is for us to wait, that is what advent is all about.  Suspending the joyous celebration of the birth and waiting anxiously for Christ to enter our lives anew is the point of advent.  But our society is made up of people who stand in front of the microwave and impatiently tap our foot because it isn’t fast enough.  We are a people who have to get the latest upgrade for our computers and smart phones, so that they work faster for us.  We are a people who drive through our favorite fast food chain and complain about the way they redefine the term “fast food”.  Face it, waiting is not our strong suit.  If we can get instant gratification, there is no way on earth that we will wait.  Advent goes against everything in our culture, because it expects us to wait with anticipation for Christ to come to us rather than us making things happen according to our time frame.


There are several things which Mark affirms about Christ’s return which are helpful for us to remember as we make this journey through advent.  First, he reminds us that Christ’s return is a sure thing.  Christ will come again; we just have no way of knowing when.  That doesn’t fit our nice, neat mode of operation.  Unfortunately, Christ will not be penciled into our Day-timers.  Christ will come again in God’s time, not in ours.  The “when” is unimportant, but what we do while we wait is of utmost importance.


Mark reminds us to keep awake, to be alert, and to be prepared.  Now, mustn’t take his words too literally.  Keeping awake does not have anything to do with sleep deprivation.  Keeping awake has to do with a state of mind, and attitude.  In order to keep awake, one need not consume obscene amounts of caffeine.  Keeping awake is to be ready no matter when it happens.


As I thought about preparation and keeping awake, my thoughts went to college friends, Don and Tammy McCurley, who were expecting their first child.  As with most young couples they were very excited.  Tammy’s personality was to be a real planner so she packed her hospital bag before the end of the first trimester and the nursery was fully stocked and ready to go by the end of the second.  She was probably the most prepared expectant mother I have ever known.  It was a good thing too, because Tammy went into labor 10 weeks early and gave birth to twin girls who stayed in the hospital for their first month of life.  The kicker was that as prepared as Tammy was, neither she nor her doctor knew until delivery that she was having twins.  What seemed like a horrible tragedy turned out to be a blessing in disguise because the time that the girls stayed in the hospital gave Tammy and Don the time to get a second crib and the other seconds that they needed for their girls.  Sometimes even our best attempts at being prepared are not enough, but at least we have tried.


That seems to be one of the major points to the parable which Jesus told about the owner leaving the country and putting the slaves in charge.  The slaves had no idea when the master was scheduled to return so they had to keep busy about their business and to be prepared for his return at any moment.


When I was in high school, I worked in a restaurant where I was a waiter.  The boss was a tyrant and on those rare occasions when he was gone, we would have more fun.  We would see to it that we got our work done, because we knew that he would kill us if he came back and it wasn’t.  Surprisingly, we would do our work much faster than when he was there.  That way if the night was slow, we could play when the work was done.  If he had ever come in and caught us playing the juke box and dancing around in that empty restaurant on a slow night, he would have had a stroke on the spot, and we would have died of humiliation.


Like those slaves in Jesus’ parable, we had to keep alert and watch for the boss to come back so that we did not get caught playing around.  We always tried to have our work done, but if he had returned to find us at play, he would have assumed that we were not doing our work, without even taking the time to see that it was done.  


I think that the point of Jesus’ parable is that we should be about the master’s work, so that we will not be caught off guard by his return.  Keeping awake and staying alert mean that we are actively waiting, not just sitting and twiddling our thumbs while we wait.  If we are about the business of doing God’s work, we have nothing to worry about and nothing to fear.  When our lives are lived out in service to God, the time of His second coming is insignificant.  It is immaterial because we are doing what God wants us to do and we will be found alert and awake when he arrives.


As you recall, the Children of Israel had anticipated a messiah, a savior for many years, but they had no idea what that messiah would be like.  They never dreamed that God’s purposes could be fulfilled through a tiny, defenseless baby born in a barn.  They knew to be on the lookout, but they couldn’t see how this Jesus of Nazareth was the fulfillment of the prophets of old.


Today we got to participate in the Sacrament of Baptism for Lillian Jane Robertson.  Someone asked why we would have an infant baptism during Advent, but what better time could we have one?  During Advent we are preparing and anticipating something, which is to come.  In her baptism Jenny and Rob are anticipating the time when Lily Jane will grow up and make her profession of faith and they are asking for this congregation to covenant with them to help to prepare Lily Jane for the that time when she will make that important decision.  


As we work our way through this advent this year, we need to remember that anticipation and preparation are part and parcel of the whole package.  We also need to remember that as far as the second coming is concerned it will happen according to God’s timing not ours.  God may choose to be made known to us just as unexpectedly, unashamedly, and surprisingly as the Christ-child came almost two thousand years ago.  May we be actively doing God’s work so that we will be ready for Christ’s return.


And to our God, be all glory and honor and blessing and wisdom and power and might both now and forever more.  Amen.

