
ADVENT  1, Mk. 13, 2017 

 

 About three years and a week ago now, it was the day before Thanksgiving, I sat 

in a room with my husband, My Mom, my Dad, my daughter, and my brother.  We were 

waiting.  We were waiting for my Mom to die. We had, in some ways, been waiting for 

this death for some time, as she had suffered from dementia for a number of years, and 

that is a long, hard, and cruel road to travel.  But she was in hospice care within a Care 

Center, and we had been told the end was near.  Her death, when it came that morning, 

was peaceful, gentle, and a holy moment.  But that was a tough waiting.  Waiting for 

something we don’t want to happen but that must or will happen, can be agonizing.  But, 

the waiting was over.  Everything was changed.  My world would never be the same.  

 This Thanksgiving my family was again waiting.  We were waiting for my 

daughter and her boyfriend to officially announce their engagement.  We knew the ring 

had been chosen and ordered.  We knew that Liz and I were going to shop for wedding 

dresses on Black Friday.  But the engagement was not yet official, and we were all in 

suspense.  When she arrived at my brother’s place in Minneapolis, where we gathered for 

Thanksgiving, I did a quick visual check of her hands—nope, no ring.  We then figured 

that if it hadn’t already happened, it probably wouldn’t until they returned back to 

Madison, where they live.  But we were wrong!  That evening, once I was back at my 

Dad’s apartment, Liz sent a picture of the ring on her hand.  Peter had proposed to her as 

they walked around Lake of the Isles, which they had done on the night of Thanksgiving 

a year previous, and he had told her then for the first time that he loved her.  Peter had a 

plan, and the rest of us were in the dark!  The waiting was over.  Everything was 

changed!  My world would never be the same! But this was a joyful waiting, for 



something one anticipates, like the birth of a baby, for example.  What I loved was how 

God found a way to transform an anniversary of an ending into the anniversary of a 

beginning.  God can do that, you know.  Does it all the time. 

 Waiting, then, can be a tremendously variable experience, depending on what it is 

for which we wait.  And sometimes when that waited event comes, everything is 

different.  Our world will never be the same. That’s the kind of event Christmas is. 

 This morning we enter the season of Advent, my personal favorite of all the 

church year.  It is a season that honors and teaches waiting.  Primarily at Advent we wait 

for Christmas, for Christ to be born.  A joyful waiting.  Yet Advent also has overtones of 

waiting for the end of time, which may seem more of a terrifying cataclysm than a joyful 

event.  How will our waiting be for us?  This year?  Will God again find a way to bring 

beginnings out of endings, transform sorrow to joy?  How will our waiting for Christmas 

be this year?  

 If we look at our Gospel lesson this morning as part of the answer to that 

question, we may be taken aback.  This lesson is probably not on anyone’s list of favorite 

Bible passages.  This is a part of the 13th chapter in Mark where Jesus speaks of the end 

of time, of the Second Coming.  The picture he paints seems to present us with more of 

that scary waiting for cataclysm than joyful waiting for a birth. And if this is the season 

of waiting for Christmas, where the heck is the Christmas in this text?  I looked for 

Christmas as we think of it in these words,  and I only found one small element that 

relates to a traditional carol that mentions a special food.  You know how my mind works 

by now---what food related to a Christmas carol did I see?  Yes, the fig tree.  “Bring us 

some figgy pudding, we won’t leave until we get some”…and so on, we sing, in that 



rather demanding and petulant verse of the carol, “We wish you a merry Christmas”.  But 

that’s the best I can do in terms of finding a direct relationship between our text and 

Christmas, and you’d have to admit, that’s pretty slim. 

 However, the very presence of this fig tree may prove reassuring within these 

verses, which I think are actually not quite as scary and cataclysmic as they first appear.  

This fig tree reference is a lesson from nature for us: when we see the fig tree-- or the 

apple tree in our neck of the woods—put forth leaves and blossoms, we know that spring 

is underway and summer will be coming.  God is bringing change into the world. This is 

an organic image of growth, not a terrifying image of destruction.  Even the opening 

verses of our text, which speak of cosmic disturbances are not quite as disturbing as we 

might first imagine. We read, “ The sun will be darkened”….yes, that happens.  Not 

merely every night, from our perspective, but during a solar eclipse, such as we 

experienced this last summer. (?)   Those who traveled to the states with the optimal 

viewing told me that it was an awe-inspiring event to see the total eclipse, and we can 

well imagine how disturbing it would have been to the ancients, without our scientific 

knowledge to reassure.  We read also of “the moon not giving its light.”  That, too, 

happens often from our perspective, on moonless nights, and during lunar eclipses—

again, an event that no doubt made an impression on our ancestors.  The text continues, 

“The stars will fall from the heavens”……yes, that happens.  We see meteor showers, 

when the stars begin to fall, every so often.  And it is impressive. Finally, “the powers of 

the heavens will be shaken”…..perhaps dramatic lightning storms might come to mind.  

Certainly these words are meant to create in our minds an impression of unusual and 

dramatic cosmic events, but they are not necessarily quite so special effect big screen 



disaster movies as we might first imagine.  These are things that, like the fig tree, are a 

part of our natural order.  

 Yet, for all that, Christ does assure us that there are times when time 

changes….when everything is different, when nothing is the same, when our world will 

never be the same, when that for which we waited has come.  It may be a death, a birth, 

our death, or even the end of our planet and time as we know it.  But in response to this 

reality of inevitable change, take note of this: what Jesus says and what he doesn’t say.  

 Because He doesn’t tell us : “Be afraid.  Be very afraid.”  In spite of the dramatic 

cosmic images, Jesus isn’t looking to inspire in us a reaction of fear in these verses.  All 

of us know that any relationship where our devotion is based on fear is a sick 

relationship.  God knows this also.  God doesn’t try to scare us into loving Him.  That 

doesn’t work.  So, Jesus doesn’t tell us to be afraid.  He tells us, instead, to keep alert, to 

keep awake. Not just for Christmas or the end of time, but for all the ways we see God at 

work, all the time.  Three times within this short text he urges us to a watchful, alert kind 

of waiting. He uses the analogy of a man going on a journey, leaving his slaves in charge 

while he’s gone. We read, “He puts his slaves in charge, each with his work.”  I think 

that’s a helpful thing to note.  Each was left with his work.  Not with instructions to 

stockpile goods, not with instructions to become suddenly pious or to head to the hills.  

Each had his work to do.  Presumably, so do we.  So, the waiting of these slaves in the 

gospel lesson involved them doing what they regularly did, rather than doing something 

extraordinary.  That might be good advice for us in our waiting, because I think we tend 

to expect ourselves to be extraordinary during many of our times of waiting, including 

the waiting of Advent.  We ask of ourselves too much sometimes in these next four 



weeks.  We want to get way more done than usual; we want to feel a certain, happy way;  

we want to meet the expectations of others in terms of the meals or gifts or visits they 

expect; and we want to have a few spiritual highs along the way.  That’s a lot of pressure! 

We make the waiting burdensome because we don’t heed the advice of this text.  We 

don’t just keep on doing what God has given us to do, we try to do everything and then 

some.  Which prevents us from paying heed to the one directive we are given here: to be 

alert, to keep awake.  Who can be alert and awake for the coming of the Master when 

they’re distracted and preoccupied?  Or to translate into our situation, who can be alert 

and aware of the coming of Christ in all the myriad number of ways in which He meets 

us every day, if we’re over-worked, over-hyped, and over-holidayed?  It’s just not going 

to happen.  And it’s not necessary for us to act as though the coming of Christ depends 

upon our efforts, because it doesn’t. We don’t make Christmas happen!  Nor do we need 

to be anxious and afraid as we think of Christ’s coming or times changing.  In spite of our 

internal turmoil or the external turmoil in our world, all will be well.   

 Why would I say that?  Look at verse 31, perhaps the real Gospel news within this 

particular periscope.  “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass 

away.” 

 Think with me for a moment on the eternal, timelessness of our God and God’s 

Word.  Time does change.  We do marry, give birth, die.  The world as we know it 

changes.  Nothing lasts forever. Except something does.  Some One does.  God and 

God’s word do not pass away.  So, who has the last word in this crazy, rich mixture we 

call life and death?  It’s God. God’s word never fails or passes away.  Who has the final 

word?  It’s not Satan.  It’s not death. It’s not our messed up world.  It’s not money or 



power.  It’s not the sin that drives violence, greed, and abuse.  It’s not even our own 

personal set of idiocies, insecurities, and inadequacies.  God has the final Word.  Whether 

we live or die, whether the sun’s light dims or the stars begin to fall, God has the final 

Word.  And that Word takes on flesh for us and becomes incarnate in Christ.  Don’t be 

afraid; be alert for the ways God becomes incarnate for you.  Christ comes, and Christ 

comes to you.  Amen.  

  

   


