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There’s a movement in the church, a growing movement, especially in liturgical churches such 

as ours. You may have heard of it, though I suspect you have not. As explained in Bill Petersen’s 

book “What Are We Waiting For?” this movement, sometimes called “The Advent Project”,  

seeks to extend the season of Advent back an additional three weeks; in churches that have 

adopted this practice, today would be the second Sunday of Advent. The point is to expand our 

exploration of exactly what it is that we await in Advent, and to begin to dismantle the church’s 

complicity in what’s called the “Christmas culture” – that mad rush that begins sometime in mid-

October and ends roughly around noon on Christmas day.  

 

Personally, I like this idea, even as I admit to its drawbacks. For one thing, we’d all have to get 

new Advent wreaths, with weird heptagonal orientations. I’m also not sure the so-called 

“Christmas culture” would pay all that much attention to what the Church does – why would 

they start now? – though the Church and her members might certainly benefit. One thing that 

wouldn’t have to change, though, is the established cycle of readings that we call the lectionary.  

That’s because the texts for the last few weeks of the church year (the end of the seemingly 

endless “Sundays after Pentecost”) and the texts for Advent have a lot in common.  

 

All of the texts across these seven weeks, in varying degrees, are eschatological (that is, they 

deal with end times and last things) and they are apocalyptic (that is, they reveal something 

hidden). Eschatology and apocalypse: I’m pretty sure both of those are in author Kathleen 

Norris’s lexicon of “scary [church] words”. And in this morning’s gospel, we find ourselves 

privy to a conversation between Jesus and his disciples; he says some things that sound – well, 

pretty scary! 

 

The Jerusalem temple was one of the seven wonders of the ancient world, and a great source of 

pride for the puppet king Herod the Great. The temple itself, and all the other buildings included 

in its complex, were situated on a platform whose dimensions were about 900’ by 1500’  

(1,350,000 sf – larger than the Art Institute campus, including the Modern Wing, to give a 

reference point). And because it was all built on a hill, and raised up even beyond that by huge 

stones at its base, it could be seen for miles in the distance by pilgrims and travelers approaching 

the holy city. It had been designed to impress, and it did. 

 

As the unnamed disciple noted, the stones were big – some of the ones in the outside wall were 

as much as 40’ long. When you consider that most of the pilgrims coming to Jerusalem, 

including Jesus and his followers, were from small towns with small buildings, it’s no wonder 

that disciple was awestruck – I expect all of them were awestruck! In our day we are all too 

familiar with weapons that would easily and instantly destroy such a magnificent edifice, but to 

those in Jesus’ time it must have seemed like this structure, which housed so many important 

markers of Jewish identity, would outlast time itself. And yet here is Jesus, predicting – or rather, 

stating with certainty – that “all will be thrown down.” 

 

And later, when the two sets of brothers want to know when it will all happen and how they will 

know it’s coming, Jesus’ answers only contain more difficult, disturbing news. “Beware that no 



one leads you astray,” he says. Many will come in my name and say, ‘I am he!’ and they will 

lead many astray. When you hear of wars and rumors of wars, do not be alarmed; this must take 

place, but the end is still to come. For nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against 

kingdom; there will be earthquakes in various places; there will be famines. This is but the 

beginning of the birthpangs.” If these are the beginnings of the birth pangs, we might think,  

then how awful must the rest of it be and what, exactly, is waiting to be born? If this is the 

gospel, the Good News, we might think, then how awful must the bad news be! What dire 

warnings these are! What in the world do they mean for us, and what can we do about them? 

 

But I wonder: are these warnings that Jesus is giving? Or is Jesus simply stating a fact? After all,  

wars and rumors of wars, nations and kingdoms rising against other nations and kingdoms,  

earthquakes, and famines – these are with us all the time, along with other, terrible things that 

Jesus doesn’t mention: genocides, hate crimes, civil war, and all kinds of local violent crime; not 

to mention fires, hurricanes, climate change and global warning. Not only that, we have seen all 

too often, we still see, people being led astray: putting their faith in people, practices, and 

institutions that cannot save them: in rulers, politicians, religious leaders, cult figures, political, 

military, and economic philosophies, theological certainties. It’s the tension we live in and have 

lived in, almost from the beginning of human history. Those of us who strive every day to be 

faithful Christians are not immune. These are in-between times - I know I say that a lot – and I 

expect they will continue to be, for some time to come. If these are birth-pangs, we seem to be 

quite a long way from delivery. 

 

Along with all of this, our collect today asks that God help us to “hear…read, mark, learn, and 

inwardly digest” the holy Scriptures, all of which God caused to be written for our learning 

(note: it doesn’t say “God has written”!). So, what do we read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest 

from texts like these? We learn that the reign of God will not come easily, or painlessly, or 

quickly. That’s not because the redemption of creation isn’t at the top of God’s “to do” list;  

it’s because we human creatures are so blindly resistant to God’s gracious intention and divine 

will. Pay close attention to the text of today’s presentation hymn (573, “Father eternal, ruler of 

creation) (which could easily stand for an Advent hymn; our opening hymn – 462, “The Lord 

will come and not be slow” - could as well): it has strong, stern words for the human race, the 

human condition, and the destructive and faithless choices we all too often make. 

 

So, is there Good News in the bad news? Or Advent hope and expectation in this end-time 

scenario? Yes, there is! Because God is not a God of destruction, and is not in the business of 

destroying the world. We are quite capable of doing that ourselves, many, many times over.  

God is, however, in the business of renewing, restoring, re-creating the world, which means God 

is in the business of bringing this old world to a close. And when that happens, when those end 

times that sound so scary do finally arrive, what will be revealed? Nothing less than the reign of 

God: peace, redemption, joy, the birth, the “blissful birth”, of a new heaven and a new earth.  

That’s what the end times are really about, regardless of how we name the season in which we 

consider them.  

 

And that shouldn’t be scary at all. 

 

 


