
God with Us: An Advent Journey

Signs Along the Way
Luke 21:25-33

Last week Tanya, our administrative assistant, started to tell me a story about one of her friends who is upset about something that’s happening at her church. Before Tanya could finish, I blurted out: “They think the world is going to come to an end.”


The look on Tanya’s face told me that I had it all wrong—and that she couldn’t figure out where in the world my guess had come from. I have to admit that I’m not exactly sure where it came from either.

Maybe it had something to do with an article I read about the end-of-the-world beliefs some people are attaching to the year 2012, when the Mayan calendar is said to end. I’d also just seen a trailer for a newly released science-fiction film about a series of natural disasters—from volcanoes to typhoons to earthquakes—that rock the world in 2012.

But maybe our gospel reading for today was in the back of my mind when I made that wrong guess. The first Sunday of Advent—which also is the first Sunday of the church calendar—always features what feels like an odd gospel reading. Each year this Sunday calls for us to read a portion of one of the apocalyptic passages credited to Jesus.


We hear of signs in the sun, moon, and stars. Of a sea that’s so fierce that it causes distress and confusion around the world. Of people who faint from fear over what’s coming as the powers of the heavens are shaken. And of “the Son of Man” riding in on a cloud with power and glory.


This is apocalyptic language. We find it in various places in the Bible as people who feel small and powerless—often in the face of an oppressing political force—voice their hope that God, who’s really in charge of everything, will rescue them. They express their hope by speaking in large, dramatic terms.


The biblical scholar Dianne Bergant reminds us of the chaos that reigned before God brought order back in the beginning of things. She writes that images like the moon and stars falling out of the sky portray “the end of one age and the birth of another. Apocalyptic imagery frequently is employed in describing the entrance of God onto the stage of world history.”

But Luke offers a twist. The writer of this gospel couples Jesus’ use of earth-shattering apocalyptic imagery with his pointing to something incredibly ordinary—the ways that trees sprout leaves. And Jesus says that it’s in the ordinary that we’ll find signs that God’s reign is coming near, that God is coming to be with us.


Dianne Bergant sees this parable as describing what the Advent season might means for us. She writes: “The Advent way of life does not necessarily require unusual behavior on our part, but it calls us to live the usual unusually well. It affects the everyday events of life; it directs the way we interact with people; it informs the attitudes that color our judgments and motivations. It is as ordinary as the birth of a child; it is as extraordinary as the revelation of God.”


Perhaps we can understand Advent as “living the usual unusually well” during an in-between time. A time between the coming of God that we celebrate in the birth of an infant and the coming of God that ultimately will transform our world.

In their book The First Christmas, Marcus Borg and John Dominic Crossan describe Advent as “a season of repentant preparation,” but not in our “postbiblical Christian understanding” of repentance as contrition, sorrow for sins, confession, and doing penance. Instead, they contend that repentance in the Bible “emphasizes change,” which means that when we repent we “turn to God” and “away from the lords of this world.” In the New Testament, this turning involves entering “a new mind-set, a new way of seeing.”

The end-time, the authors write, “is not about some mass immigration from a doomed world to a blessed heaven. Rather, it is about the end of this era of war and violence, injustice, and oppression. It is about the earth’s transformation, not about its devastation. It is about a world of justice and peace.”

They add that the “Christmas stories are not about a spectacular series of miraculous events that happened in the past that we are to believe in for the sake of going to heaven. Rather, they are about God’s passion, God’s dream, for a transformed earth.”


“Living the usual unusually well” during this in-between time may mean investing ourselves in helping bring about God’s dream of transformation for our world. That’s a different kind of waiting. It’s one that’s active, not passive. It’s one that’s willing to look for signs of God’s already being with us and then consider what those signs call us to do.   

Several years ago when Bono, the lead singer of the band U2, spoke at the National Prayer Breakfast in Washington, D.C., he captured something of this Advent way of living. Here’s part of what he told the powerful gathered at that event:

God is in the slums, in the cardboard boxes where the poor play house. God is in the silence of a mother who has infected her child with a virus that will end both their lives. God is in the cries heard under the rubble of war. God is in the debris of wasted opportunity and lives, and God is with us if we are with them.

The somewhat quirky Benedictine monk Sebastian Moore echoes the same Advent understanding when he encourages us to “look forward to the point when the whole mystery of God will be known in the clasp of your brother [or sister’s] hand.” But he counters any notion that we can sit idly as we do that looking forward by arguing that “Christ is present to us insofar as we are present to one another.”

Living the usual unusually well. Looking in our ordinary lives for signs of how God’s already present in our world. And then investing ourselves in helping bring about God’s dream of transforming our world.


During this Advent season, “living the usual unusually well” may also mean looking for signs that inspire hope—like the hope contained in the ordinary budding of leaves on a tree. Looking for signs that inspire hope even when doing so is a challenge given the circumstances that surround us—unemployment, terrorism, homelessness, war, hunger, disease. Looking for signs that inspire hope as we wait in this in-between time.

The author and theologian Frederick Buechner describes this waiting as an act of faith: “never quite knowing, never quite hearing or seeing, because in the darkness we are all but a little lost. Faith waits even so, delivered at least from that final despair which gives up waiting altogether because it sees nothing left worth waiting for. Faith waits—for the opening of a door, the sound of footsteps in the times when you all but give up hope of ever hearing it.”

In many ways, Colum McCann addresses this type of waiting—of looking for signs of hope in the face of despair—in his novel Let the Great World Spin.

At the center of the story is Philippe Petit’s tight-rope walk between the twin towers of the World Trade Center in 1974. But rather than focusing on this death-defying act, McCann’s novel explores the lives of the people who waited as Petit crossed back and forth on a wire between the towers.


McCann explains, “What I was most interested in was not so much Petit but the people who were on the ground, the people who walk the sort-of little tightrope of our ordinary everyday moments. . . . . I was interested in looking at what the dilemmas of their life happened to be.”

One of the novel’s characters faces the dilemma of fear. He describes fear as something floating in the air: “It’s like dust. You walk about and don’t see it, don’t notice it, but it’s there. And it’s all coming down, covering everything. You’re breathing it in. You touch it, you drink it, you eat it. But it’s so fine you don’t notice it. But you’re covered in it.”


McCann says that the way in which this passage evokes the ashes that thickened the air in lower Manhattan following the collapse of the twin towers was intentional—and personal.


He explains: “My father-in-law was in the first building to be hit. He got out with ninety seconds to spare. He was one of the lucky ones. But he walked through that strange glaucoma storm of dust, and he came up to our house. I kept his shoes from that day, these shoes that are covered with the dust of the World Trade Center.”


McCann was haunted by the ache of knowing that dust’s history, without knowing its exact origin. He realized that “it could be concrete girder. It could be a curriculum vitae, a resume. It could be someone’s eyelash. It could be a bit of all sorts of things.”


For this author, the desire to construct a back story proved both irresistible and fulfilling. He says: “I think we sort of have to try to reconstitute it and try to make meaning of it. I think we’re learning to recover. I think we’re moving toward moments of grace and understanding. And I think these things take time.”


When asked where people might find grace in the midst of tension or tragedy, McCann responds with a lesson he learned from a year he spent talking with homeless men and women in New York while he was working on an earlier book.


He recalls: “These were people who had been through the most difficult of circumstances,” but they always spoke of a life beyond the troubles they faced. Each person who lived in the tunnels under New York City spoke of “when” they would get out, not “if.” They had hope.

McCann adds: “Part of me really wants to believe that hope is entirely available to all of us. We don’t have to embrace it. It would be sentimental and silly to say that we all need it, but it is absolutely available to all of us.”

During this Advent season that hope is available to each of us. Jesus points to the leaves sprouting on a tree as a reminder of the signs that surround us. Signs that help us see how God is with us. Signs that call us to invest in God’s dream of transforming our world. Signs that give us hope. May we allow these signs to guide us as we travel our Advent journey. Amen.
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