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Luke 21:25-36
Standing with Peace on Our Hands
How many of you are watching the news on TV less than you used to and this is because you are just tired of hearing about wars and rumors of wars?  How many of you grew so tired of the election campaigns at both the state and national level with their constant accusations and loud contentious displays of sound and fury that you began thinking it signified nothing at all or at least nothing very significant?    How many of you find yourselves wanting to reduce the tumult and confusion in the life around you and seek a quiet peace undisturbed by all the hoopla?  If this is you, this Advent 1 sermon is for you.  Hang on, it’s quite a ride.
The Lucan text begins with Old Testament images recycled for New Testament use designed to convey a sense of earth shattering events happening around us.  There are huge changes afoot and the metaphors drawn from nature express this.  Signs in the sun, the moon and the stars signal something significant in the process of happening.  On earth there is distress among nations confused by the roaring of the sea and the waves.  It is tempting to apply an ecological interpretation to this text but I am not going to.  Instead note the distress among nations and the constant confusion as each makes its claim against its neighbor and self-righteously defends its own innocence.  Everywhere, it seems, people are fighting with each other and we are forced to see it.
Almost every night, if we watch the news, we see people crying after loosing their loved ones and sometimes we actually see them faint from fear and foreboding.  The powers that keep violence at bay seem to have been shaken.  
In the gospel text we just read, I think Jesus, now filtered through Luke’s words, is describing the human situation.  We are increasingly seeing the truth of his words and growing tired of the violence that seems to be the world’s driver.  Everywhere we are getting tired of it and more and more of us are looking for a better way of living on this earth than the way we have been living.  The way we are living now seems only to make it worse and the nightly news rub it in.  

Advent 1 is the beginning of the New Year for Christians.  It signals the wait for the coming Christ who is at the heart of the beginning, the end and everywhere in-between.  As we wait for Jesus’ birth, we start off with the description of the world in need of him.  It is a world characterized by tumult and distress with the smoke and confusion of our own violence flashing before us in high definition.  In such an environment it’s easy to succumb to fear and foreboding or to avoid it in “dissipation and drunkenness and the worries of this life.”  
In the text we just read Jesus seems to be describing a world that is coming apart by its own violence.  He may have been thinking about Jerusalem that he knew would be destroyed by Rome if the Jewish people continued their violent ways.  This did happen in 70 A. D.  Or was he looking at an even bigger picture and knew the whole world would gradually loose its capacity to contain its own violence when the mechanism for containing it got exposed on the cross?  At any rate, according to this text, here is how the world ends.  
In the midst of all of these changes during a time of world wide upheaval, “they will see ‘the Son of Man coming in a cloud’ with power and great glory.”  Jesus tells us how it ends so that we will not get so distressed as all these earth shattering changes are happening.  It’s alright to take the news with a grain of salt.  That desire to not catch the anxiety you hear in the voices of the people on the news may be of the Spirit.  That impulse to turn off the TV and focus elsewhere may be a form of faith.
The next phrase is really interesting.  “Now when these things begin to take place, stand up and raise your heads, because your redemption is drawing near.”  While the world may be fainting in fear, you can have a different attitude, a different take on it all, a different emotional response.  We know something the world doesn’t know.  We know that as the world’s way of making and keeping peace through violence breaks down and things start getting out of hand, it is not hopeless.  This has to happen.  Only when the old way no longer works can a new way be embraced.  And we are already living in this new way.  It is a way characterized by love and peace and not envy, resentment and contention, so we are called to “increase and abound in love for one another and for all.”
We know that the world has been breaking down for a long time.  In fact, the breaking down began with the cross of Jesus when the mechanism of violence was revealed for what it is—a satanic mechanism that cannot save us.  Violence never resolves violence in any permanent way and always it leads to more violence.  The generation that “will not pass before all these things have taken place” is our generation and refers to the generation of the world that depends on violence to contain violence.  We are living in that generation and clearly it is breaking down but that is not a reason for despair.  In fact, Jesus says “Now when these things begin to take place, stand up and raise your heads, because your redemption is drawing near.”  It is getting closer.  Our redemption is coming!  

Now, I am going to make a bold move.  I think our decrease in watching the news out of boredom with violence and more violence and our decision to look elsewhere for peace and calm are leaves sprouting on the fig tree!  All around the world an increasingly vocal minority are waking up to the futility of violence.  In every country from Israel to Iran and from United States to Panama, people’s consciousness is changing.  You hear it in the music, you see it in literature, and you discover it in the opposition to violent revolutionary movements of all forms throughout the world.  All of these things are fresh leaves bursting from previously dormant branches.  “Look at the fig tree and all the trees; as soon as they sprout leaves you can see for yourselves and know that summer is already near.” Maybe the fig tree is Israel or maybe it is the Judeo-Christian tradition and all the other trees are the rest of the world.  But at any rate, they are all leafing out.  “So also, when you see these things taking place, you know that the kingdom of God is near.”
In our translation Jesus says, “Heaven and Earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.”  I suppose that is a way of telling us we can depend on what he is saying.  It’s going to happen.  N. T. Wright in his New Testament Translation translates the text as “Heaven and earth may disappear, but these words of mine won’t disappear.”  That’s softer and I like it better.
We continue.  “Be on guard so that your hearts are not weighed down with dissipation and drunkenness and the worries of this life, and that day catch you unexpectedly, like a trap.”  The leaves are popping out on the fig tree and all the other trees, summer is near, but your heart is heavy—so heavy that you pour yourself an extra drink, or party yourself silly or obsess constantly about your life.  In running from the boredom, fear and meaninglessness of it all, you are tempted to lose yourself for lack of hope.  The signs are there but you are too spent, too wasted, to emotionally obliterated to notice them.  Don’t let that happen!  The form of dissipation I most worry about these days is consumerism.  Feeling anxious, go buy something—anything, just get it.
Our text reads, “For it will come upon all who live on the face of the whole earth.”  What is the “it?”  What will come upon all who live on the face of the earth?  Is it God’s judgment, some horrible divine visitation of wrath?  No!  The “it” refers to our redemption.  The “it” coming toward us and very near, the “it” “that all who live on the face of the whole earth” will see is our redemption.  Jesus comes again to redeem us all.  That is the message of Advent 1.  We can stand up and raise our heads for our redemption draws near.  
In this context we are encouraged to “be alert at all times”.  Our alertness is driven not by fear but hope.  We want to be ready when he comes because if we are ready we won’t be drawn in by all the hoopla and frothing, all the contention and accusations, all the anxieties and violence the world offers us.  We will be able to watch the news without going into a panic.  We know how the world works so we can see these things coming.  Along these lines it’s helpful to pray; pray for the world and pray that we not be drawn into its contortions.  Or, as our text puts it, “pray that you may have the strength to escape all these things that will take place.”  These things will take place.  They have too.  But we understand and see them as signs of His nearness.  

While the rest of the world is frantically running this way and that or dulling themselves into some sort of oblivion, we are staying alert so that we can stand before the Son of Humanity.  And if we have managed to keep our perspective we stand with peace on our hands, not blood.  So be it.  Amen.
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