
 
  

 
 “You know what time it is, how it is now the moment for you to wake from sleep.” 
Paul is our wake-up alarm, moving through the house of Christ’s church, bedroom to 
bedroom, shaking us awake. We who over-indulged on Thursday, got up in early Black 
Friday darkness to get the best deals, hauled in the Christmas tree on Saturday, and 
decked the halls until game time - we can be forgiven if we drag ourselves into this 
sanctuary on the first Sunday of the new year a little groggy and jet-lagged. 
 
 But no more. Paul is alert, urgent, sounding the alarm. Now, this very moment, the 
day is breaking, the night is far gone. Salvation is near, nearer now than when we first 
believed. Wipe the sleep from your eyes. It is time. 
 
 It is easy for us to make two mistakes in this season, both of which can rob the 
season of its deepest meaning. Both mistakes have to do with time. The first mistake is to 
believe that this is a season that is solely dedicated to preparing for Christmas. Advent is 
in this regard a religious countdown to Christmas Eve, complete with the lighting of 
increasingly more candles until the night arrives, the Christ candle is lit, we celebrate, 
and then put everything away until next year. We have assorted Advent calendars to help 
us with the task, including one Kim found this year that has a piece of Wisconsin cheese 
hiding behind the Advent window for each day.  
 
 The other mistake is to think of Advent as solely waiting for Jesus to come back – 
the second coming of Christ. One day, Jesus will come to transform the world into the 
kingdom of God, and Advent is a time to proclaim this message and prepare ourselves for 
that coming day. It takes on a longing posture, hoping for that which is not yet, hoping 
for the day when God will be all in all. 
 
 One mistake looks to the past, to a commemoration of that long-ago Christmas 
night in Bethlehem, treating Advent like one extended Christmas pageant. The other 
locates all the promises of Advent in the future, a coming day for which we long and 
wait.  
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 Both are mistakes, I believe, because they fail to recognize Advent as an event 
happening here and now, in this moment, with consequences for how we live today. It 
gathers up the promises of the past and the longings for the future into a sacred moment 
in time, today. You know what time it is, says Paul, how it is now the moment for you to 
wake from sleep.  
 

Theologian Douglas John Hall was speaking at a symposium in New York City on 
theology and the future of the church in the late 1970s when a woman burst into the 
room, shouting, “Does anyone here know what time it is?!” Someone yelled in 
exasperation, “It’s 9:30 in the morning!” But she seemed not to hear, she continued 
asking her question to a room full of theologians in the middle of the city, “Does anyone 
here know what time it is?”  
 
 Eventually, the woman was led back out onto the streets, her question becoming 
fainter as the doors closed. But Hall wondered if she had not perhaps been sent as an 
angel – sent to disrupt this fine academic gathering with the urgent question that should 
especially occupy those who speak about God – what time is it? 
 
 I spent a week with Douglas John Hall as part of my sabbatical several years ago, 
and during that week he recounted that story for me and told me how it led him to a quote 
by Martin Luther: “If I profess with the loudest voice and clearest exposition every 
portion of the truth of God except precisely that little point which the world and the devil 
are at that moment attacking, I am not confessing Christ, however boldly I may be 
professing him. Where the battle rages, there the loyalty of the soldier is proved, and to 
be steady on all the battlefield besides is mere flight and disgrace if he flinches at that 
point.” 
 
 To know the time, Hall said, is to know where the battle rages, not for Paul and 
Silas, not for Luther and Calvin, but for us, today, in this moment. 
 
 Advent is about so much more than a rehearsal of the past or a passive waiting for 
an unknown future. The proclamation of Advent is that Christ’s coming into the world 
has forever altered the life of the world. Because Christ was born, grew up, taught, 
healed, suffered, died, and was raised from death, we know now what it is that God 
intends. We look into the face of Christ, we see the face of God; we listen to the voice of 
Christ, we are listening to the voice of God; we experience the anguished suffering of 
Christ, we experience the suffering of God; we know him to be raised from death, we 
know now that nothing in all the world can separate us from the love of God in Christ 
Jesus our Lord.  



 Because God has entered our world in just this way, everything is different. The 
night is far gone. The day is near.  
 
 Therefore… 
 
 I suppose if you live long enough, it happens to you. I went to the doctor for my 
annual physical, and somewhere in the conversation he said, “Well, at your age…” I 
really like my doctor, he’s been my doctor from the time we moved here, but I’m going 
to have to let him go. At my age. 
 
 Being a pastor at my age and having been in this church as long as I have, I have 
had the experience of performing weddings for people who were children or teenagers 
when I came here. I have watched as children who were toddlers when I came leave for 
college and have had more than one experience of real terror when I see a kid driving on 
the highway that I held in my arms and baptized. I suppose I’m not too many years away, 
if God sees fit to keep us together, from baptizing a baby of someone I baptized as a 
baby. At my age… 
 
 And I hear it from you. Watching your kids leave the nest and wondering where 
the time went. Waking up that first morning after retirement and a whole career behind 
you seems but a moment. Walking your child down the aisle and thinking wasn’t it just 
the other day you held her in your arms, so tiny and vulnerable. Getting an invitation to 
your tenth, or twentieth, or fiftieth high school reunion, and going, only to discover how 
everyone there has aged except you. Where did the time go? 
 
 Here is where the preacher is tempted to don the guise of a commencement 
speaker. Time is short, so carpe diem, seize the day! Along with Henry David Thoreau, I 
advise you to suck out all the marrow of life. Go out to a cemetery and note what you see. 
A name on a stone and two dates – the day of birth and the day of death – separated by a 
dash. What are you going to do with your dash? I know you’ve heard these speeches. I’ve 
heard them. I’ve given them. It’s not a bad thing to hear, to be attentive to the passing of 
time. 
 
 But it is not the Advent message. Karl Barth, in his book “The Epistle to the 
Romans,” written over 100 year ago, writes about this passage. He says Paul is not saying 
seize the day in the way we might think, but rather to recognize that “Christ’s first 
coming allows us to see that time is not just a matter of clocks and calendars. It is, in 
every moment, to sense the tension between the divine will and human ways, the ongoing 
struggle between good and evil that goes on around us and within us. It is to recognize 



that Christ’s coming has begun to make a difference in this conflict between light and 
darkness.” 
 
 Barth writes, “The light of Christ provides significant illumination in this 
moment.” The Christian sense of this finally translates into a way of life whose contours 
are clear. And then, in a sentence that brought me up short, Barth writes, “What delays 
this day’s coming is not some future second coming, but our own awakening.”  
 
 Paul is not saying to make the most of our time because it is short, but to “seize our 
limited time as a unique opportunity to become aware that “we have our meaning, each 
moment has its meaning, in the calling and covenant and salvation of God, and our center 
and significance in Jesus Christ.” 
 
 When we awaken to the dignity and importance of each, single, concrete moment, 
we become aware of its ethical demand, which Barth says is simply this: to love. Love 
God and love neighbor is the fulfillment of the law, it is the summons of Christ for each 
moment. And love rejects nighttime living – reveling, licentiousness, quarreling, 
jealousy.   
 
 With Advent eyes, we begin to see that those weddings and baptisms, those family 
milestones of college and career and retirement, walking your child down the aisle – in 
and of themselves are moments that do not just mark the passage of time, but are 
pregnant with the possibility of authentic love, opportunities to see and note the light of 
Christ in each moment.  
 
 Our lives are one moment in time, one opportunity, to glorify God and enjoy God 
forever.” As we awaken to this reality, we know what time it is, we discern the point 
where the battle wages, and we live fully awake to the ways we can join the battle on the 
side of love and light. In this way, the day of the Lord is today. 
 
 Each evening during Advent, as part of your individual or family worship time, I 
invite you to consider one question – where did you see the light of Christ breaking into 
the world on this day? To be alert to his presence is to be fully awake, and to be fully 
awake is to know that the night is far gone, the day is at hand, this very moment. You 
know what time it is. Amen.  


