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Introduction 
 
1. It was eighteen years ago, late in the month of December, that Time Magazine was prepared for 

the worst:1 

 
 

One journalist remembered that…“As police throughout the world secured emergency bunkers for 
themselves, the TIME magazine…information-technology staff set up a generator-powered ‘war 
room’ in the basement of the Time & Life Building, filled with computers and equipment ready to 
produce the magazine in case of a catastrophic breakdown of electricity and communications…” 
at the turn of the millennium, infamously known as “Y2K” short for “year two thousand.” 
 
Time Magazine wasn’t alone in their hysteria and scaremongering. Fundamentalist religious 
organizations, conspiracy theorists, and survivalist cults went nuts. Millions of books and buckets 
of survival food were sold and Christian fundamentalist preacher Jerry Fallwell Sr. suggested that 
the Y2K crisis would trigger the return of Christ and the rapture of the Church.2  

 
2. Oh, the joys of December 1999! And, the stunned disappointment for some at midnight, January 

1, 2000! I know one person, while being a completely level headed person their entire life, nearly 
lost their balance about Y2K. They bought extra power generators, stockpiles of food and water, 
and expressed grave concern to friends and family members. Many here may remember that 
when midnight hit in year 2000 the world did not see catastrophe. We saw global celebrations with 
extravagant fireworks and fully functioning electricity and computers. Thankfully, the overly 
paranoid but prepared person returned to their more level headed self. But, before doing he said, 
“Well, I kind of wish at least something would have gone wrong.” 

                                                
1 http://time.com/3645828/y2k-look-back/ (accessed 12-16-17) 
2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Year_2000_problem#cite_note-51 (accessed 12-16-17) 
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3. Today is the third Sunday of Advent, the Christian calendar season of reflecting on the arrival of 

God as the incarnate Christ 2,000 years ago and the promised return arrival of Christ at a point in 
the future beyond anyone’s knowledge. Our teaching and artistic team has framed this year’s 
advent teachings around the theme of “Arrivals” with a focus on us being prepared for the many 
ways that God arrives in our lives and, as Christ followers, also choosing to imitate God’s 
incarnational love in our world by embodying love in the spaces and relationships of all those 
around us.  
 

4. Today’s Advent Scripture and theme focuses squarely on the return of Christ, a thematic part of 
the Advent tradition that, among all the Advent themes, feels out of place during the Christmas 
season. It feels out of place because of the difficulty of the biblical texts on the subject. And, it 
feels out of place because we are in a season of the year with diminishing daylight and living in a 
time of boiling identity politics and violence. So, most of us are desperate for light, hope and 
peace, not more thoughts of uncertainty, violence and apocalyptic transitions. 
 
There are critically important invitations in the return of Christ texts, though. Encouraging 
invitations. Life-giving invitations. And, if we are willing to go deeper than the Y2K like 
scaremongering of media and publishers who sell hype and books and religious fundamentalists 
who sell fear and survival food…we will learn that Christ’s command to “watch for his return” is 
principally about being fully awake in the present and with clear minded courage choosing to 
imitate Christ’s incarnational self-emptying for the sake of love.  
 
Mark Chapter 13 

 
13 As Jesus was leaving the temple, one of his disciples said to him, “Look, Teacher! What 
massive stones! What magnificent buildings!” 
2 “Do you see all these great buildings?” replied Jesus. “Not one stone here will be left on 
another; every one will be thrown down.” 
3 As Jesus was sitting on the Mount of Olives opposite the temple, Peter, James, John and 
Andrew asked him privately, 4 “Tell us, when will these things happen? And what will be the 
sign that they are all about to be fulfilled?” 
5 Jesus said to them: “Watch out that no one deceives you. 6 Many will come in my name, 
claiming, ‘I am he,’ and will deceive many. 7 When you hear of wars and rumors of wars, do not 
be alarmed. Such things must happen, but the end is still to come. 8 Nation will rise against 
nation, and kingdom against kingdom. There will be earthquakes in various places, and 
famines. These are the beginning of birth pains. 
9 “You must be on your guard. You will be handed over to the local councils and flogged in the 
synagogues. On account of me you will stand before governors and kings as witnesses to 
them. 10 And the gospel must first be preached to all nations. 11 Whenever you are arrested and 
brought to trial, do not worry beforehand about what to say. Just say whatever is given you at 
the time, for it is not you speaking, but the Holy Spirit. 
12 “Brother will betray brother to death, and a father his child. Children will rebel against their 
parents and have them put to death. 13 Everyone will hate you because of me, but the one who 
stands firm to the end will be saved. 
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14 “When you see ‘the abomination that causes desolation’ standing where it does not belong—
let the reader understand—then let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains. 15 Let no one 
on the housetop go down or enter the house to take anything out. 16 Let no one in the field go 
back to get their cloak. 17 How dreadful it will be in those days for pregnant women and nursing 
mothers! 18 Pray that this will not take place in winter, 19 because those will be days of distress 
unequaled from the beginning, when God created the world, until now—and never to be 
equaled again. 
20 “If the Lord had not cut short those days, no one would survive. But for the sake of the elect, 
whom he has chosen, he has shortened them. 21 At that time if anyone says to you, ‘Look, here 
is the Messiah!’ or, ‘Look, there he is!’ do not believe it. 22 For false messiahs and false 
prophets will appear and perform signs and wonders to deceive, if possible, even the 
elect. 23 So be on your guard; I have told you everything ahead of time. 24 “But in those days, 
following that distress, 

“‘the sun will be darkened, 
    and the moon will not give its light; 
25 the stars will fall from the sky, 
    and the heavenly bodies will be shaken.’ 
 
26 “At that time people will see the Son of Man coming in clouds with great power and 
glory.27 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. 
28 “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. 29 Even so, when you see these things happening, you 
know that it is near, right at the door. 30 Truly I tell you, this generation will certainly not pass 
away until all these things have happened. 31 Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words 
will never pass away. 
32 “But about that day or hour no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but 
only the Father. 33 Be on guard! Be alert! You do not know when that time will come. 34 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. 
35 “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. 36 If he 
comes suddenly, do not let him find you sleeping. 37 What I say to you, I say to everyone: 
‘Watch!’” 

Mark Chapter 13 (NIV) 
 
5. It will be our brief journey today to first, try to make sense of our gospel texts about the return of 

Christ such that we move from being rattled by what we think might happen in an unknowable 
future to what we need to attend to the present. And second, make sense of our times such that 
we move from being held in a vice grip of fear to activating a Christ pattern that sets us free to 
hope now and love forever. 

 
First, making sense of our gospel texts.   
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A. Making Sense of Our Texts 
 
1. Today’s account is also found in Matthew and Luke’s gospels. Matthew, Mark, and Luke are 

commonly referred to as “the synoptic” gospels because their biographies of Jesus (in contrast to 
John’s biography) include many of the same stories, and often in a similar sequence and with 
similar wording.3 The historical context of Mark chapter 13, Matthew chapters 24 and 25, and 
Luke chapter 21 was Jesus teaching his disciples in a grove of olive trees opposite the temple 
area during the first Holy Week and after having walked with his disciples through the Jerusalem 
temple spaces.  
 
Matthew has the longest version of this account covering two full chapters. It is interesting to note 
that Matthew went on to attach several of Jesus’ shorter teachings and parables to support what 
he believed were some key applications and implications of Jesus’ apocalyptic visions. For sure, 
Jesus was getting his followers ready for the blow back and persecution that was going to sift 
them as they brought forward Christ’s teachings of grace over law, faith over religious meritocracy, 
and the new radical inclusive life ethics of compassion, mercy and justice for everyone.  
 
Beyond preparing his first followers for beginning a new movement, though, he also spoke to 
Christ followers of all time. And, in regards to his return Jesus used an eminently important word 
to today’s Scripture: “Watch”  

 
2. The word “watch” is interesting to think about for a bit. The Greek word for watch that Matthew, 

Mark and Luke used speaks to being sleepless, circumspect, attentive, ready, and awake!4 “For 
what, and to what end, though?” My mind seems to claw for handles every time I read Mark 13, 
Matthew 24-25, and Luke 21. “So that I can spend every waking day worrying about the end of all 
things?” Can Jesus’ imperative possibly mean that I am to be obsessed, losing sleep, and always 
on edge for an apocalypse to happen at an unknowable time?  
 
Many have said “yes” to those questions over two millennia of time since Jesus first said these 
words. The first Christians thought it was going to happen in their lifetime because, well that 
seems to be what Jesus said to them: 

 
30 Truly I tell you, this generation will certainly not pass away until all these things have 
happened. 31 Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will never pass away. 

 
Mark 13:30-31. NIV 

 
And, virtually every generation, and especially with every turn of a century, and especially every 
turn of a millennium (cue Y2K!) since the first followers tried to decipher what Jesus seemed to be 
saying. The destruction of Jerusalem and the temple happened forty years after Jesus said it 
would,5 but the larger end time narrative and return of Christ has not.  

 
3. So, what do we do with this end times text and everyone’s inability to know what Jesus meant 

when he said “this generation”? Here is one helpful way we can move from being rattled by what 
we think might happen in an unknowable future to what we need to attend to the present: Let our 

                                                
3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Synoptic_Gospels (accessed 12-16-17) 
4 http://biblehub.com/greek/69.htm (accessed 12-16-17) 
5 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Siege_of_Jerusalem_(AD_70) (accessed 12-17-17) 
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peripheral gaze have eternal wonderings about unknowable realities and keep our primary gaze 
squarely on living faithfully in the present. Today’s text points us in that direction in Jesus’ 
application framework of “tending to our households.” 

  
You do not know when that time will come. 34 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. 35 “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. 36 If he comes suddenly, do not let him find you sleeping. 37 What I say to you, I say to 
everyone: ‘Watch!’” 

Mark 13:33-37. NIV 
 

Watch: be sleepless, circumspect, attentive, ready, and awake! Back to my question, again: 
“watch for what, and to what end?” If not Y2K panic and sleeplessness, then what? 

 
4. Matthew’s account of Jesus’ end time narrative helps us here. All three biographers include Jesus’ 

parable reference to a house steward caring for the people and matters of a household.  
 

45 “Who then is the faithful and wise servant, whom the master has put in charge of the 
servants in his household to give them their food at the proper time? 46 It will be good for that 
servant whose master finds him doing so when he returns. 47 Truly I tell you, he will put him in 
charge of all his possessions. 48 But suppose that servant is wicked and says to himself, ‘My 
master is staying away a long time,’ 49 and he then begins to beat his fellow servants and to 
eat and drink with drunkards. 50 The master of that servant will come on a day when he does 
not expect him and at an hour he is not aware of. 51 He will cut him to pieces and assign him a 
place with the hypocrites, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. 

 
Matthew 24:45-51. NIV 

 
Matthew recounted a longer version of Jesus’ parable where he articulated that the fully awake 
person is equal to a faithful and wise servant who is reliable and attentive. In Matthew chapter 25 
Matthew had a continuation of Jesus’ end times teaching longer than the other biographers such 
that his version frames the return of Christ in a more expansive understanding of how everything 
works within the larger idea of “the kingdom of God” or our Creator’s ultimate vision for the human 
experience. Jesus’ shared three parables of the Kingdom of God including a wedding banquet, a 
parable about stewardship, and the famous parable of the sheep and goats in which Jesus points 
toward compassion, mercy, and justice as the very litmus test of Christian faith itself.  
 

5. One of the reasons our artists in residence have chosen to connect the theme of “Arrivals” with 
visuals of a door and a chair at a table with a candle is because the coming and return of Christ is 
both an invitation and an action. The cosmic invitation to “come to the banquet table” has been 
given since the moment the Creator of all things animated matter beyond the Creator’s self-being 
billions of years ago into our ever expanding universe. Maybe multiverse! Humans needed more 
clarity than what the creation and the slow progress of humanity’s cultural and socio-religious 
practices had to offer, so then came the incarnated Christ two thousand years ago to help us be 
awake and see more clearly how this is all supposed to work. 
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One interpretation of our artist’s threshold of the brightly lit doorway is where our choice to join the 
banquet table of God intersects with God’s awakening Christ from within us. And when the 
incarnate and cosmic Christ is awakened in our souls we are awakened to a life-giving way of 
seeing reality beyond ourselves where, in the words of Meister Eckhart, a Christian thinker from 
the 13th century:  

 
“Every single creature is full of God and is a book about God. Every creature is a word of God. 
If I spend enough time with the tiniest creature, even a caterpillar, I would never have to 
prepare a sermon. So full of God is every creature.”6 

 
6. This is the language of being fully awake in the “now” and ready to love every single creature and 

all of creation itself. And, I would argue that this is the main point of Jesus’ teaching about being 
ready for a future visitation at a time of no one’s knowing. Love now to be more fully loved then. 
And, when we choose to live awake and attend to all that is around we are then prepared to make 
sense of our times such that we move from being held in a vice grip of fear to activating a Christ 
pattern that sets us free to hope now and love forever.  

 
B. Making Sense of Our Times 

 
1. There is so much that grips us with fear today. It is possible to be completely consumed by the 

cycles of violence and evil that people have done and continue to do to one another. A simple 
Saturday Night Live Santa skit that showed upon on one of my media feeds the other day 
reminded me of the burdens that we are more awake of today than ever before.7 It was a silly skit, 
really. And, it contrasted diverse innocent looking children asking for mega dinosaur blocks, dolls, 
and laser tag while additionally posing adult questions:   
 

• “What did Al Franken do?” 
• “Is Roy Moore on your naughty list?” 
• “Why are NFL players kneeling, are they tired?” 
• “What will the tax reform plan do to my parents working at the mall?” 

 
This moment in time is an unbelievable moment of awakenings. Awakening to an honest look at 
systemic female gender abuse. Awakening to shameful racial and cultural narratives that were 

                                                
6 https://onbeing.org/blog/all-creation-waits/ (accessed 12-16-17) 
7 http://ew.com/tv/2017/12/10/snl-cold-open-christmas/ (accessed 12-16-17) 
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excluded in history books until this generation. Awakening to dis-interest in caring for the current 
home our Creator has given us to steward. Awakening to structural exclusions and violence 
toward people based upon sexual orientation outside of their control or choice. And, the list goes 
on and can add layers upon layers of hopelessness and fear if we have no way to transform the 
violence.  

 
2. God’s Advent antidote to all this is an essential companion to being an awake steward, and it is 

this: the theological Christ idea of “Kenosis” or “self-emptying” in order to be present and available 
to one another in the violence across differences and in our pain and suffering. That is the 
antidote to fear and transformational door to love. “Kenosis” is the New Testament Greek word 
that the Apostle Paul used in his letter to the church in the Roman province of Philippi when he 
wrote that “Jesus emptied himself” taking on the very nature of a servant, being made in human 
likeness. In the birth, life, death, and resurrection of Christ we see the pattern of both letting go 
and picking up. Letting go of position and singularity and picking up of mutuality and communion.  

 
3. Christ followers are invited to do the same. We are invited to let go of privilege and power, or if 

one has neither of those things, let go of the self-centered-separate self, and pick up sacrificial 
love. Sallie McFague,8 a modern Christian theologian, explained a simple process to help us 
move toward action in this regard:9 
 

• First, intentionally choose moments of voluntary poverty or (of you are already 
impoverished) other creative means to be detached from the conventional model of self-
fulfillment through possessions and prestige, and into a model of self-emptying, as a 
pathway for personal and planetary well-being.  

 
• Next, focus one’s attention to the needs of others, especially their most physical, basic 

needs--to learn to see everything in the world as interdependent. 
 

• Third, invest in the gradual development of a “universal self” that moves from our narrow 
focus on the ego to reach further and further until even a caterpillar counts….This journey, 
[AND THIS IS IMPORTANT] rather than diminishing the self, increases its delight, but at 
the cost of one’s old, egoistic model. 

 
• A fourth and final idea is deploying the new model of the universal self to operate at both 

the personal and public level in the practice of 1) taking only our share; 2) cleaning up after 
ourselves and 3) keeping the house in good repair for those who will use it after us. 

 
Conclusion 
 
1. Those are some ways that we can stay awake in our times, live in synchronicity with the ethics 

that the Christ taught us, for the purpose of making sense of our world for all time. In some ways 
we can never make full sense of our times, but this framework is a life-giving option and part of 
what it means to watch and be on our guard until Christ’s coming again.  

                                                
8 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sallie_McFague (accessed 12-17-17) 
9 Abbreviated and re-prhased version of Sallie McFague’s process, https://cac.org/loving-our-neighbor-2017-12-
15/?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=2017-12-16%20DM&utm_content=2017-12-
16%20DM+CID_58f53cecdd4a39f8bf06ab0eaf844e78&utm_source=Campaign%20Monitor%20Google%20Analytics&ut
m_term=Friday (accessed 12-16-17) 
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2. Now, what it looks like for each of us specifically depends upon the spaces where we move and 

the people that we are invited to love. It may be as simple as how you greet and interact with one 
another while waiting in a line or hospital room. It may be as complex as a multi-year multi-layered 
set of initiatives that you, or your family, or your church, or your company works on that is both 
about being awake to realities and sacrificially attending to those realities to make life better for 
others. 
 

3. The First Covenant Church community seeks to do this with our integrating motif of “The Healing 
Block”. Whether a healing community of faith, or a non-religious health design studio focusing on 
the social determinants of health, or a shelter for mostly women facing homelessness, or an arts 
collective seeking the common good, or a Christian childhood learning center, or a multi-million 
dollar housing project to undergird those with limited resources…”The Healing Block” is a big 
multi-year idea that expects an Advent-like-incarnational shift from seeing ourselves as a 
singularity in pole position (first in line) to a steward of a household not our own. And it asks of us, 
beyond stewarding a building and institutional partnerships, that we give ourselves to the 
discipline of sacrificial love.  
 

4. In it all, and in all that we all choose to do in many spaces of our life and times, Christ’s command 
to “watch for his return” is principally about being fully awake in the present and with clear minded 
courage choosing to imitate Christ’s incarnational self-emptying for the sake of love.  
 

Prayer 
 
God of Creation, Incarnation and Redemption--in this season of Advent, of waiting for the Christ child 
and the Christ return, help us to be present to the houses you ask to steward. And, help us to walk 
Christ’s way of self-emptying and sacrificial love in this season and for all of our lives so that we are 
indeed ready for Christ now, and ready for Christ forever. 
 
In Jesus Name. Amen. 

 
Benediction 
 
As our new Advent week begins may we remember that Christ’ command to “watch for his return” is 
principally about being fully awake in the present and with clear minded courage choosing to imitate 
Christ’s incarnational self-emptying for the sake of love.  
 
Go in Peace. 
 
Amen. 


