
Advent 1, Year A – November 27, 2016     Perpetual Anticipation 

Isaiah 2:1-5; Matthew 24:36-44 

St. Giles Church, Northbrook IL – The Rev. Cynthia J. Hallas 

 

One of the songs in the Stephen Sondheim musical A Little Night Music begins “Perpetual 

anticipation is good for the soul but it’s bad for the heart.” If you know that show, you know that 

the master lyricist is speaking about love and physical attraction, but I think the notion of 

perpetual anticipation could also describe the season of Advent, the church season that begins 

today and kicks off a whole new liturgical (church) year. As it always does, year after year after 

year. 

 

We spend the first half of the liturgical year walking through the major events in Jesus’ life:  

the announcement, then the occurrence of his birth, his childhood, baptism, temptation in the 

wilderness, and public ministry; his trial, crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension. Then Pentecost 

comes, and we spend the second half of the year exploring the content and meaning of Jesus’ 

earthly ministry, ending with Reign of Christ Sunday which we observed just last week.  

And then there we are, once more in Advent, looking yet again toward the coming of Christ.  

It’s a pattern we Christians repeat, and have done for nearly two thousand years. Each church 

year is much the same. We are still waiting for Jesus. Perpetual anticipation…. 

 

Observant, practicing Christians attempt to wade through all the Christmas-y hype thrust on us 

nearly everywhere we go, and seek to engage in reflective preparation as we wait not only for the 

birth of Jesus in Bethlehem, but for his return in glory when the fulfillment of God’s reign is 

accomplished, which is the focus of the early Sundays of Advent. This isn’t always easy, given 

the temptation and pressure from nearly every other quarter to get things done, get things bought, 

get things cooked, cleaned, decorated…We have to be intentional about finding time to engage 

in Advent practices. 

 

Of course the promise of God’s eventual redemption, a “timeless time” of everlasting peace and 

justice, did not originate with Jesus. Isaiah, the Hebrew prophet whose writings comprise part of 

the scriptures that Jesus and his disciples would have known, studied, and revered, tells of a time 

when all nations – not just the people of Israel, to whom most of Jesus’ teachings were addressed 

– will be called to the mountain of God; where at last everyone will not only know how God 

wants us to live, but will be empowered to do so. It will be a time when weapons of war will be 

redesigned and reconstructed into the tools of a peaceful and peace-loving people. Surely, we 

think, that cannot happen soon enough, and yet it’s been on the horizon for millennia. But we 

haven’t got there yet, and as our waiting continues we watch the world seeming to spin further 

and further out of anyone’s control.  

 

The audience for Matthew’s gospel was a group of Christians who lived several generations after 

the resurrection, and they expected the immanent return of their Savior. Matthew encourages 

them to keep being prepared and not to give up, not to stop waiting, not to forget that there is 

something to wait for. Jesus himself isn’t really helpful with the timing; he isn’t particularly 

reassuring or definite: nobody knows when the Son of Man will come, he tells his disciples, not 

even I myself. Only God knows. And so they waited. And so we wait. Perpetual anticipation….  

If they were in danger of forgetting that, how much harder might it be for us, still waiting so 

many, many years later?  



 

And in that meantime, predictions have been made, lots of them, based on various and often 

error-filled biblical interpretations, about what the Second Coming (read “End of the World”) 

will be like. It would occur at the end of the first millennium (the Dark Ages were dark indeed).  

Or the end of the second millennium (I expect most of us remember that). Many of those 

predictions are violent, bloody, cataclysmic, and reflect the actions of a vengeful, rather than a 

loving, God. And even if we believe ourselves to be in the right “camp”, the Jesus camp, so to 

speak, they can still sound pretty frightening. As bad as this world gets and continues to get, at 

least it’s the world we know. It’s patterns of error and imbalance are familiar, and like many a 

dysfunctional family system, we’ve adjusted to living in it. Maybe we don’t mind all that much if 

it just keeps on keeping on, as if we’re shouting a variation of that old chant: 

What do we want? Redemption! 

When do we want it? Well, maybe not quite yet…. 

 

Two thousand years on we are still waiting. We may be waiting for long time to come.  

And two thousand years on, the message is the same: be prepared – prepared to work for the 

reign of God. Don’t get complacent, or get used to things “as they are” because that is not how 

God intends them to be. Do not lose sight of the power of the gospel to change and re-create the 

world. Above all, do not fear, and do not lose hope in the promises of God. Perpetual 

anticipation might really be good for the soul. 

 

As Jesus explains, our waiting is not to be empty waiting. It is meant to be productive, active, 

holy; it is meant to be watchful, engaged with life, with the world. If we are impatient, it should 

only be because we see so many areas of human life and human pain so badly in need of 

redemption and grace.  

 

The fact that we don’t know God’s timing isn’t cause for despair; it’s simply a sign that our 

faithful work must continue. Our waiting is an opportunity for us to grow closer to God:  

to look for ways to see God present in the world and in our lives now. It’s a time to seek out 

God’s presence in our relationships with others, to cultivate our own relationships with God in 

Christ through prayer, meditation, and corporate worship; and be mindful of the fact that this 

season calls us to rest and renewal, to those things that bring blessing to us and to those around 

us.  

 

But it also calls us to sacred work, because God’s mercy and God’s plan of salvation extend to 

all the people of the world, and we are not there yet. Advent is a time to remind ourselves that we 

are the bearers of God’s love and mercy to those beyond our immediate circle; and to renew our 

own commitment to engage in actions of justice and peace, actions that let the world know that 

the One whom we await is the One who will help all the world walk in God’s light.  

 

In our waiting there is work to be done, holy work. In our expectation there is blessing to be 

found. The anticipation of Advent it is a time to cast out the fears, the world-weariness, the 

despair that haunts us; and to embrace a life that is perpetually faithful, determined, and 

saturated with hope. 

 

 



 


