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Luke 21:25-36 

 

Today we are beginning the season of Advent—a season that looks in two directions.   

Advent not only looks back to Jesus’ first coming, his birth in Bethlehem… it also looks forward to Jesus’ 

second coming, when Christ will return to bring his kingdom in its fullness / to restore all things to God.  

We live “between the times”… and truth be told, we feel a whole lot better about the first one.  As the 

theologian Karl Barth said, we can’t fathom the second coming of Jesus and we stammer when we try to 

speak of it.  Why?  Because the picture that is painted in the Gospels is that of everything breaking loose at 

the return of the Lord.   

Nations going to war… people running for cover… the earth shaking / the seas roaring… signs above and 

panic on the earth below…  

It is a picture of chaos / upheaval / disaster.  And then, in the middle of it all, people see “the Son of Man 

coming in a cloud with power and great glory”—Christ finally coming to “complete” what he started.  It will 

be a frightening thing for everyone, Jesus seems to imply; but then, he adds: “Now when these things begin 

to take place, stand up and raise your head, because your redemption is drawing near.”    

What a strange blend of warning… and comfort / hope.  But this is what Advent is about—a deep yearning 

for Christ to come again and fix things, once and for all!  It is about hope and courage and expectation.  “Be 

on guard,” Jesus says. “Stay alert… pray constantly… because the kingdom is coming!”   

Jesus’ words here are NOT meant to scare us, but to wake us up / get our attention.  They are an antidote to 

our cynicism / our complacency / our passivity of faith.  They are meant to raise our heads… and, more 

importantly, to raise our hopes…  

- To remind us that God is not finished with us—or this world—yet…  

- To remind us to continue to put our hope in our loving God… who came to us in Jesus, the Christ… 

who continues to come to us in Word and Sacrament and the community of believers… who 

promises to come again – to make all things new.   

Every Advent season begins with readings like today’s—eschatological / apocalyptic readings that look 

toward Jesus’ return.   

As Christians, we confess the second coming in our creeds: “he will come again to judge the living and the 

dead.” We pray for it—for the fullness of God’s kingdom and rule—each time we pray the Lord’s Prayer: 

“thy kingdom come, thy will be done…”  Yet, what does it mean for us?   

We know that sin and the powers of darkness have been defeated in Christ’s death and resurrection; BUT 

until God’s kingdom comes in its fullness, they continue to exercise power in and over our lives / our world.   

Just look around.  There is no shortage of sin, darkness, and evil that leads to suffering, conflict, violence, 

division, and death—never-ending conflicts / war… acts of terrorism / violence… senseless shootings… fear 

of “the other”… devastating diseases… finger-pointing / divisive rhetoric… greed… addiction… broken 

relationships… misplaced priorities…on and one—the world seems to get darker and darker every day.    

 

The word advent comes from the Latin adventus… which means “coming.”  God’s kingdom—the kingdom 

that Jesus ushered in / the kingdom that Jesus is coming back to complete—continues to break into this 

world: the kingdom that is “already here, but not yet.”   

It is the kingdom of the mustard seed: imperceptible and yet growing into a towering bush.   
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It is the kingdom of yeast: overlooked and yet effecting real change.   

We look back at the promises that God has made (both in the words of Jeremiah and through the coming of 

Christ into this world)—these promises speak to our present as much as they do to our future.  We may not 

have seen God’s promise come fully into being yet, but even as things look darker and darker around us… as 

we wait for the risen Christ to come, once again, into our midst… we continue to acknowledge that those 

promises still hold true… and we live in that hope / promise.     

 

So, what do these passages hold for us today… about how to live in this time in-between--between the 

manger and Jesus’ return?   

Would we even know if the risen Christ had already come into our midst?   

In one of my favorite fables, a short story written by Anthony De Mello, a Jesuit priest, a community of faith 

receives a surprising answer to these very questions.  

Many, many years ago, he writes, there was a monastery that was renowned for their spiritual wisdom, 

the type of place that you’ve always imagined a monastery to be.  Situated high on a hill in the quiet of 

the countryside, the monastery was a small and humble building, nothing more than a speck on the 

horizon outlined by the blue skies around it.  But despite its humble appearance, it was something of a 

global destination.  Travelers would come from thousands of miles away to be with the monks—to sit, 

to pray, and to listen to them as they gathered together in community.   

However, as time passed on, there began to be fewer and fewer travelers to the monastery.  This slow 

change went unmentioned at first, but as the steady stream of travelers began to slow to a trickle, the 

serene environment began to grow fractured.  Everyone had their own ideas as to why this monastery 

was losing so many visitors: changing attitudes in the wider culture, a lack of time for spiritual things, 

and a general indifference.  The monks even began to point fingers at each other for why there were so 

few visitors.  Brother Lawrence had woken up many a guest with his snoring—a sharp sound that 

reverberated down the halls.  Perhaps the guests were tired of having restless nights?  Brother John’s 

prayers and meditations had been particularly uninspiring for the last few months.  Perhaps they 

needed to find a leader with more passionate speaking ability?  Brother Henry’s cooking was too 

bland, making the same potato-and-carrot soup every night.  Perhaps the routine nature of their shared 

meals was getting in the way?  The monks continued to point fingers at each other as time went by, 

each believing that if only the others would follow their own ideas, they could return to their former 

glory.  And meanwhile, the stream of visitors continued to slow until one week when they did not 

receive any visitors at all.   

A few weeks later, the monks were surprised to receive a letter from the head of their order after they 

held their morning prayer time: he had heard about how few visitors the monastery was receiving and 

wanted to come and see what was going on firsthand.  The monks were distraught and began blaming 

each other even more.  “Look at what you’ve done,” they shouted at one another.  “He will see how 

much we’ve fallen and we will be shut down!”  But as preparations to receive the head of the order fell 

into place, each monk became secretly pleased that the head would see what was going on and could 

set the others straight.   

When the head of the order arrived a few weeks later, the monks began on their best behavior.  They 

were courteous and made sure he was comfortable. It all seemed to be going smoothly on that first day, 
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but, alas, this peace could not last.  The next morning, after a bland meal and even blander prayer, one 

of the monks couldn’t but exclaim, “Do you see why we are struggling?  Please correct my brothers so 

that we might return to our former glory.”  And the rest of the room erupted, each monk making 

excuses and distributing blame on the others.  The head of their order calmly looked around the room 

and observed the anger and frustration on each face.  After a few minutes, he stood up and left without 

a word, leaving the monks and the monastery to head home.   

After this, the monks were resigned to the downfall of their beloved monastery.  Faces were glum, the 

vibrancy completely gone.  When they received a letter from the order the following week, no one 

wanted to open it, certain it would contain nothing but bad news.  To their surprise, though, the letter 

contained nothing of the sort.  “Thank you, brothers, for your hospitality,” the head had written.  “I had 

heard tales that your monastery had grown sour and uninviting and came expecting it to be so.  Can 

you imagine my surprise to discover that within your very walls, I came to find out that one of you was 

the risen Christ, quietly returned to earth but hidden from plain sight.”  The monks put down the letter 

with a stunned silence—one of them, the returned Christ?  No one seemed to fit the criteria, but they 

knew, too, that Christ often went in the stranger’s guise. Humbled and embarrassed, they each quietly 

swore to themselves that they would change their ways so as not to accidentally offend Christ.   

That night, as Brother Lawrence’s snores echoed down the hallway, none of the other monks could 

bring themselves to wake him up; after all, what if Brother Lawrence was Christ in disguise?  During 

prayers, they listened carefully to the dull words of Brother John, for what if he was the Christ?  Rather 

than grumbling over their potato-and-carrot soup, the monks thanked Brother Henry for his work, for 

what if Brother Henry was Christ?   

The months passed by like this, and without anyone even realizing it, the halls of the monastery slowly 

began to fill, once again, with visitors.  Each person who entered was given strict instructions to treat 

the other guests with love and respect, for even after trying for several months they still had not figured 

out who among them was the Christ.  And by the end of the year, the monastery’s reputation had been 

restored, and once again, people came from miles away to pray and to listen.   

I know, it is too simple / too idealistic to believe that treating our neighbor as Christ is enough to solve the 

deep, troubling, systemic issues in our world.     

But… there is much to this story that is convicting…  

When dark / terrible / negative things happen in our community / our nation / our world… we are quick to 

point fingers… to assign blame… to scapegoat others for allowing these things to happen.  It is a natural 

(sinful) human reaction… especially when we are facing issues like growing distrust / division and hatred, 

senseless violence and systemic racism (and so much more)—issues that are too big for any one person to 

solve.  They feel out of our control… so we push the problem onto someone else.   

But in this season of Advent, we are asked to look inward / to acknowledge our own culpability as well…  

- the times we have pointed our fingers / blamed others in order to deflect from the role we play.   

- the times we have stayed silent when we should have spoken up. 

- the times we have remained neutral when we should have acted as Christ’s hands… trying to repair 

the world in whatever small way we can.   
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In our reading today, Jesus reminds us that he is the Lord of history; and because we trust that he will, in 

time, bring all things to a good end… we are to, in the meantime, stand together in courage and 

compassion… and undertake the good work of being Jesus’ disciples in this world— 

the work of compassion for those who are hurting… encouragement to those who are afraid… solidarity with 

those who are oppressed… resistance to evil (in all its forms)… forgiveness for those who have wronged 

us… treating all people with the love of God we have known in him—NOT because we believe our actions 

will change / solve the deep issues of this world… BUT because we believe that Jesus’ promises are 

trustworthy.   

We are called to be a people / a place of light and hope, courage and confidence that welcomes those who are 

struggling with fear and darkness.   

We are called to remind them that the light of Christ shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not 

overcome it.   

We are called to encourage each other, again and again (when fear threatens to take over), to stand up… and 

raise our heads… confident that our redemption draws near.   

 

Dear friends, the full promise of the child in the manger, of Emmanuel, “God with us”… is that the story of 

God’s kingdom and rule is continuing to unfold in / through each of us… and it continues to unfold through 

us as a community, as well.   

We cannot eradicate the big problems of this world—only God can do that.  BUT we can work together in 

our imperfect present time—this in-between time—as we live in the hope of that day when Christ will finally 

come again.   

So, how and where are we to go about doing Christ’s work?   

As we enter into this new church year, this is the question we are called to wrestle with… knowing that each 

of us (and all of us, together) has a part to play in the story of God’s unfolding kingdom.   

What might your part be?  

 

 


