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We may not know quite what to make of the scripture readings we have just 
heard.  On the First Sunday of Advent, why are we hearing, not about John the 
Baptist or Mary and the angel, but about "signs in the sun, the moon, and the stars, 
and ... ‘the Son of Man coming in a cloud’ with power and great glory"?  What does 
that have to do with Christmas? 
 

Advent, which means, “coming,” is preparing for Christ's coming at 
Christmas; but it also points us, in the words of the Epistle, to "the coming of our 
Lord Jesus with all his saints."  That coming, which still lies before us in history, is in 
some sense primary to celebrating Jesus' coming at Christmas because that first 
appearance has already taken place.  It is important that we commemorate the 
wondrous mystery of the Incarnation each year and to let that mystery come alive in 
our lives; but it has already happened.  It is even more important to proclaim and to 
celebrate that "Christ will come again" because that mystery, which also gives 
meaning and perspective to our lives, is still to be.  That is why Advent begins with 
it. 
 

The deep reality that this First Sunday of Advent reminds of is our mortality 
and the finite limits of this life.  "Stand up and raise your heads," Jesus tells us in the 
Gospel.  Things change; nothing lasts forever, certainly not us, not even the world as 
we know it.  We will all change, and we will all die.  "Stand up and raise your heads, 
because your redemption is drawing near." 
 

That perspective, the limited time allotted to us, is an important dimension of 
our lives.  It immerses us below the surface of things, on which we so easily rest, and 
it gives us a healthy sense of urgency and focus.  This year at St. Stephen’s, we have 
already committed the bodies of twelve people to the ground, ashes to ashes, dust to 
dust.  This ongoing ritual vividly reminds us of the fragility and the transitory nature 
of our lives, and it makes real the certain knowledge that some tomorrow will be the 
end. 
 

To hear only that important message, however, would be to miss half of what 
the scriptures have to say to us today.  Unlike those who seek meaning only in the 
fulfillment of their own individual lives, as Christians we look beyond that to a larger 
picture, to the return and reign of Jesus as that which gives ultimate fulfillment and 
meaning to all things.  Rather than “faint[ing] from fear and foreboding of what is 
coming" as Jesus warns against in today's Gospel, whether in regard to the end of 
the world or to our own individual ends, we "stand up and raise [our] heads, 



because [our] redemption is drawing near." 
 

After all, death is not something we will simply be blindsided by at the end of 
our lives.  We have been undergoing that process from the moment we were born.  
Dying is integral to, and necessary for, living. 
 

Susan Howatch, the acclaimed English writer, declared through one of her 
characters in her novel, Absolute Truths: 

 
We die; indeed we have to die in order to be resurrected, restored and renewed.  
We die and we die and we die in this life, not only physically – within seven 
years every cell in our body is renewed – but emotionally and spiritually as 
change seizes us by the scruff of the neck and drags us forward into another 
life.  We are not here simply to exist [Howatch concludes].  We are here in 
order to become.  It is the essence of the creative process; it is in the deepest 
nature of things. 

 
It is not only at the end of our lives, then, that we face death.  Whether we 

want to or not, we are undergoing it even now.  Change does seize us “by the scruff 
of the neck and drags us forward” into new life.  We are constantly letting go of the 
familiar and, willingly or not, embracing the new and the unknown. 

 
Consider that all the days of your life up to now have died.  You can never 

have them back.  Even the first part of this day is already gone.  We are constantly in 
a process of dying and letting go “in order to become,” in order to grow into more. 

 
Very often that change is not easy.  We feel broken in the process.  The new 

life ahead of us seems obscure.  We struggle and need healing, sometimes physically.  
We need God’s restorative and life-giving grace to sustain us as we become and 
grow into more. 

 
There are many ways to seek that healing.  One of them is the ancient 

sacramental rite of Unction with the laying on of hands and anointing.  As you may 
have been reading, beginning today, we will have that available at the baptismal font 
during communion at the 10:30 service in the church and at the mid-week Eucharist 
on the first Thursday of every month in the chapel.   No one should feel obligated, of 
course.  The Church freely offers this extension of Jesus’ compassionate ministry as 
one significant way to open ourselves to God’s healing grace.  Kneeling or standing 
to receive this outward and visible sign of an inward and invisible grace can be a 
freeing acknowledgement on our part that we are not there yet, that we are on the 
way, that we need God to accompany us and sustain us in our lifelong journey of 
dying and growing into new life. 
 

Advent reminds us of the reality and the depth of that journey.  We are not 
here just for ourselves; we are part of God’s kingdom, which will be fully manifest at 
the end of time.  We have not yet arrived, as comfortable as we may feel at present 



and as resistant to change.  More is yet to come, no matter what our age, more living 
and dying and becoming, more of God reigning and ruling over all things in this life 
and in the life to come. 
 

On this First Sunday of Advent, when we prepare not only for the coming of 
Christmas, but also for the second coming of Jesus at the end of time, let us pray 
together in the words of today's Collect: 
 

Almighty God, give us grace to cast away the works of darkness, and put on us 
the armor of light, now in the time of this mortal life in which your Son Jesus 
Christ came to visit us in great humility; that in the last day, when he shall 
come again in his glorious majesty to judge both the living and the dead, we 
may rise to the life immortal; through him who lives and reigns with you and 
the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever.  Amen. 
 

 
I Thessalonians 3:9-13 
Luke 21:25-36 


