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Keep Awake!

Whew…these difficult, scary passages just keep coming.  I thought they would stop when we left Matthew and year-A, and move into Mark and year-B.  But here we are facing more scripture on End Times and we do this as we begin our four-week journey to Christmas.  Why are we dwelling in this dark light?  How does this prepare us for Christmas?
“But in those days, after the suffering, the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light, and the stars will be falling from heaven, and the powers in the heaven will be shaken.”

Everything normal has been disrupted. Nothing is working as it should.  Already people have endured much suffering.  The chaos has impacted the ordered structure of creation.  Everything is falling apart.  

Have you ever felt that described your life?  We are redoing our kitchen.  There have been times during this project when I felt a glimmering of these sorts of feelings.  Sometimes when I watch the news and see all the problems everywhere—when the smoke of fires in Texas and Reno or other parts of the world darken the sun and block the light of the moon, when smog obscures the stars so they drop from the sky and the ecological balance of the earth seems to be going out of whack, I wonder where it’s all headed.  Do you ever think about that and shudder a little?

The first sentence of our gospel lesson describes the day the earth ends.  It is a bleak day; dark and foreboding.  But then out of the darkness, sentence two leaps before us like a giant star, suddenly rising in a black sky devoid of any other light.

“Then they will see ‘the Son of Man coming in clouds’ with great power and glory.”  His coming in the midst of the failure of the sun and the darkening of the moon, with stars falling all around, poetically hints at his importance.  It points to his centrality and describes his role as the central player in all history.
The writer of Mark is trying to get us to focus on the importance, power and majesty of the Son of Man.  He will be around when the sun fails and the moon is darkened.  When the stars disappear, he will appear.  Everyone will see him coming in the clouds—there will be nothing else there for them to see, no other light in competition.  This is the apocryphal vision that shows us who Jesus is.  And apocryphal images are not about catastrophe, at least in their original meaning; they are about revelation.  They are about seeing something not seen before that changes our perspective.  
The Son of Man will take charge and deliver folk from the darkly decaying chaos.  “He will send out angels, and gather his elect from the four winds, from the ends of the earth to the ends of heaven.”  His coverage is complete, all are included.  No corner or direction is left out.

I am coming to see that who we follow is the most important relationship in our life.  And I am also coming to see that it is impossible not to follow someone.  Even those who deny they are following another, even those who think of themselves as radically individualistic, as original pieces of work, as self-made to the core; even these, follow some other no matter how much they hide it from themselves.  It is impossible to be human and not be a follower.  
Since we must follow, who we follow is decisively important.  This passage is lifting up the One who is worthy of being followed.  It wants to draw us to him.  It is not trying to frighten us. It is trying to attract us to the One who is solid and eternal—the One who will stand with us through the contortions and convulsions of history and be there when the end finally arrives.  It wants us to feel awe not fear; reverence not revulsion, attraction not repulsion.

On Friday night we attended the Portland Ballet’s performance of A Midsummer Night’s Dream – a world utterly different from any for which my background prepared me.  Our grand daughter was one of the lacewing butterflies and the ballet was designed to include dancers’ at all developmental levels in its story.  The older teenage boys and girls had leading parts, complex and demanding, and they performed them admirably.  After the show was over, we were gathered around our lacewing butterfly.  Some of the older dancers, still in costume, were milling about.  Our grand daughter was spellbound with admiration.  “Look, there goes Titania,” she exclaimed, her eyes shining with the older ballerina’s reflected glory.  We all could see how much she looked up to the leading female role in the Ballet and how much she wanted to be her.  
This is the kind of feeling this passage is designed to elicit.  It wants to stimulate us to look up to Jesus, the Son of Man, as we face our troubles and the world’s problems.  It wants us to hook ourselves to the One who is real and sufficiently powerful to pull us out of our wandering and misdirected ways.  The text is not meant to scare us, but to “awe” us into reality.  
We have misused this text and texts like it for fearful ends.  Anytime fear is a motivator rather than love, we know we have a distortion of truth.  It is we humans who use fear to coerce and subdue.  A passage fearfully interpreted interprets us.  We are the ones who threaten and intimidate—not God.  This text wants to awe us into recognition so that in our freedom we choose to follow him.
It is true that scary religious imagery has existed throughout history.  Humans have always projected their stuff; their violence, their rage, their jealousy and envy onto God.  For proof consider Greek mythology.  Always humans make God into our own image and seeing God in any other way is most difficult.
Even in Jesus’ time, there were scary, anxious images, writings and people promoting their vision of fear.  Jesus takes this kind of thinking and uses its language, but the way he uses it subverts it from within.  He takes a fearful genre and makes it serve a new purpose.  That’s why I think this section of scripture from Mark is about awe not fear.  That is an appropriate perspective that will serve us well in this decaying world.  Jesus took our fears, expressed in our movies, stories and visions of the future and remolded them to a shape that draws us toward him.  

The irony here is that there may be a cataclysmic end to this old planet but if it happens, it won’t be God‘s doing.  It will be something we have brought on ourselves in a direct and clear way.  Nowhere in this text does it say the God causes these distressing things to happen.  Did Jesus intuitively know that if we continued to do as we have always done, the end can only be the darkening of the sun and the falling of the stars?

The imagery Jesus uses is common and graphic.  “From the fig tree learn a lesson.”  Yesterday, driving down my street, I noticed our neighbor’s fig tree.  At this time of the year the leaves have fallen exposing the green figs that hang like Christmas ornaments on bare limbs.  But in March or April those branches will become tender and again put forth leaves and we will all know that summer is near.

“So also, when you see these things taking place, you know that he is near, at the very gates.”  This awesome and glorious One who comes at the culmination of history as we know it, is about to burst in.  He is at the gate.  Don’t give up now!  Don’t give in; don’t let go of your hope, your perspective, your joy and your peace even though events in the world look “crappy.”  The “crappiness is your clue that the fig tree buds are bursting.

“Truly I tell you, this generation will not pass away until all these things have taken place.”  This generation!  There have been hundreds of generations since the time of Jesus!  

We stumble on this because we think the word “generation” refers to an age group living when Jesus lived or living when the Gospels were written.  But Mark uses the term in a special way.  For Mark it refers to all of us living between his crucifixion and resurrection and his coming again at the end of time.  We all are part of this generation.  He is saying all of this is going to happen before Jesus returns.  You can bank on it.  It will happen.  “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.”

Probably Jesus knew that we would take his words and distort them to fearful use against one another and so he throws in another sentence to warn us against this and to make it harder for those who do use this tactic.  He says, “But about that day or hour no one knows, neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the father.”  This is not something we humans can control and therefore abuse.  This whole thing will be worked out according to God’s time.
So, “Beware, Keep alert!”  Tune in to your times, watch the news but with detachment; observe the gradual changing of the seasons, be aware of the swelling of the buds, read the signs, keep your mind and hearts open; don’t allow yourself to get cluttered with trivia, distracted by tinsel and enthralled by Black Friday.

Our job is to keep awake!  Jesus wants us to maintain our edge, keep ourselves sharp and live a lifestyle held taunt by an awareness of his coming very soon.  This is how we prepare for Christmas.  We prepare by living as though he were returning tomorrow or maybe later this day.  For, as he said, “You do not know when the master of the house will come, in the evening, or at midnight, or at cockcrow, or at dawn, or else he may find you asleep when he comes suddenly.  And what I say to you I say to all, Keep Awake.”  On this first Sunday of Advent, Keep Awake! 
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