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In the name of God, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, Amen! 

I want you to imagine for a moment, another time, another era in 
humanity’s presence on this fragile earth, our island home.   In ancient days, long 
before Jesus Christ ever walked the fields, the mountains and roads of his 
homeland, people paid attention to the change in the seasons.  As the chill of 
winter became more apparent, and the days grew shorter, our ancestors noticed 
that the Sun wasn’t as bright.  It didn’t stay in the sky as long.  Many were fearful.  
They thought the Sun was going away, never to return.  In an effort to stop that 
from happening, they appealed to their gods.  They would take the wheels off 
their carts and adorn them with greenery and candles, and then bring them inside 
their homes.  As the winter solstice passed and the days began to grow longer 
again, they held festivals and celebrations to mark the triumph of the Sun over 
the darkness that had threatened them. 

Now, fast forward to the first century.  Jesus says to his disciples, “About 
that day and hour no one knows, neither the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but 
only the Father.”  “Keep awake therefore, for you do not know on what day your 
Lord is coming.  Therefore you must also be ready, for the Son of Man is coming 
at an unexpected hour.”  No one knows.  Jesus counsels the disciples, and us, to 
keep awake and be ready. 

My friends, can you hear the anxiety in those words.  Today we start a new 
year in the Christian Church.  The gospel that will provide the framework for this 
year is Matthew.  And the writer of the gospel of Matthew has Jesus speaking 
words of urgency, and offering us dire warnings.  He sounds a lot like one of our  
ancient ancestors, warning us about the departing sun.   Matthew, of all the New 
Testament writers, the one most concerned with connecting us to the story of 
Jesus - to his roots in the Hebrew Scriptures — recounts for us the story of Noah 
and the ark.  This morning he reminds us of the story of our ancestors lack of 
awareness, of their carelessness, and misplaced priorities.  We can almost see 
him shaking his head in sorrow as he tells the story of their tragedy.  We can 
almost hear him murmuring to himself, “They should have been ready.” 



My brothers and sisters, we have now fully entered a season in which the 
population of the United States is in an increasing time of preparation for 
Christmas.  Listening to our gospel this morning I believe we can be reasonably 
sure that the writer wasn’t at all worried about our decorations, the cookies we’re 
baking, or the gifts we purchase and place under the Christmas tree.  With most 
things Christmas having been evident in our stores, and on line, for at least the 
last two months, we can’t say we weren’t warned.  And this morning, we can also 
be comfortably certain that those things aren’t what Matthew is warning us 
about. 

Despite the classic explanation of Advent as a time of preparation for the 
celebration of the birth of Jesus, we can also be reasonably sure that Matthew is 
probably not referring to that observance, either.  Matthew’s writer is not one of 
those people who offers us a picture postcard view of Christmas.  He’s not the 
angels and shepherds type of guy.  Matthew’s the one whose Christmas story 
includes Joseph giving serious consideration to the idea of bailing out before it’s 
too late.  He’s the gospel writer who offers a chapter in this story that includes a 
dreadful mass killing, and Joseph, Mary and Jesus fleeing to Egypt as 
undocumented immigrants.  And we can also be reasonably sure that that is not 
what Matthew is warning us about. 

What we hear is this.  “Then two will be in the field; one will be taken and 
one will be left.  Two women will be grinding meal together; one will be taken and 
one will be left…”  Okay, that rings a bell.  Most anyone who reads those words 
recognizes that something else is going on here.  Some of our Christian brothers 
and sisters would suggest that there is an echo here of the “Left Behind” story 
marketed in novels, movies and comic books.  Over the years that story has 
successfully been planted in the consciousness of a number of people who claim 
it as a popular Christian belief.  It’s tempting to say, “Ah. We’re talking about the 
rapture!  That’s what Matthew wants us to be ready for.”   

There is a problem with that understanding, however.  That whole rapture 
concept wasn’t even born until about 160 years ago.  

Ironically, it was probably a similar movement — certain people with a 
particular theology they thought could predict the date and circumstances of 
Jesus’ return—that Matthew is trying to debunk in today’s gospel reading.  How 
many times does he say, “No one knows?  Not even Jesus?  Not even the 
angels?”  In every generation there have been individuals who somehow manage 
to profit from trying to play prophet in regards to the end time, or Jesus’ return.  



This morning the writer of Matthew is warning us against such foolishness.  He 
reminds me of the old country preacher who said, “Beware of anyone who claims 
to be able to tell you about the furniture in heaven and the temperature of hell.” 

My friends, no one knows.  So keep awake.  Be ready.  However, the real 
question is, for what?  What is this vigilance that Matthew is calling us to? 

One commentator offers this opinion.  He says, “This is not the second 
coming of Christ.  We call that one "Easter."  It's not the third coming we're 
looking for either.  Wherever two or three have gathered in Jesus' name since 
Easter, Jesus has come among them, so we must be on about the umpteen 
kazillionth coming of Jesus Christ.  The coming, or "advent," we look forward to 
in this season is, in a sense, as mundane and as special as all of those other 
"advents" have been.  It's all of those other "advents," all of those comings of 
Christ from the Incarnation up to this Sunday morning, that inform us about what 
the final Advent is really all about.”   End of quote.  

So, we look forward, with Matthew, to the umpteen kazillionth coming of 
Christ.  We look forward, with the entire church, the cloud of witnesses past, 
present and future, to his reign of justice and peace.  And we find ourselves back 
with our ancient ancestors, gazing anxiously at the darkening skies and 
wondering, worrying, and asking ourselves, is peace on earth no longer possible?  
Has opportunity passed us by?  Are justice and hope things of the past, or 
something we can only imagine?  We decorate our modern day wheels with 
greenery, light our candles, and find ourselves longing for an Advent unlike any 
other.  And we wonder when our Lord will finally come to make things right.  We 
wonder how we can be ready, and what exactly we need to be ready for. 

But wait, there might be hope.  In his description of the coming of God to 
judge the nations, Isaiah speaks of the time when people, at last, will lay down 
their arms.  He speaks of people doing outlandish things.  In that unexpected 
hour all manner of men and women and children have the capacity to envision the 
reign of Christ in ways that create real hope for the return of our Christ.  

No one knows.  Keep awake.  Be ready.  Christ may just turn up in a church 
like St. Peter’s, on a morning like this.  Our Lord could turn up anywhere, and 
everywhere.  No one knows, this could very well be the hour when our Judge and 
Redeemer decides to pull up a chair, roll up his sleeves, and dine with us.  No one 
knows.  So keep awake.  Beware of dulling our senses with addictive substances.   
Beware of numbing ourselves to the possibility of Christ’s return through so much 



shopping and the acquisition of ‘stuff.’  Beware of sleepwalking by staying so 
busy with irrelevant chores.  Keep awake.  We need to be ready.   

We need to be ready to see Christ in unexpected ways, and in unexpected 
places.  We need to see Christ n the least of our brothers and sisters.  We need to 
see the face of Jesus in the one person in the world who drives us the most crazy, 
makes us the most angry, has hurt us the most deeply.  We need to be ready to 
greet our Lord in a tense committee meeting, or at the bedside of a beloved 
friend, or looking at us over the morning paper.   

Stay awake my brothers and sisters.  And be ready.  Amen.


