
 
 

  

Sermon for Sunday, December 1, 2019 
 
 

CRISIS MANAGEMENT 
 

 Today is the first day of the Christian year, the beginning of Advent, the season of 
waiting where God is in the darkness, promising light. Unlike the glitz and noise and rush of the 
world out there – here, within this sanctuary of our faith - we find ourselves in purple shadows - 
shadows of quiet and shadows of longing.  
 
 There is an image in our Isaiah text that has captured my imagination since I was 
a small child. The wonderful promise of God turning swords into ploughshares. And yet, the 
absurdity of this image has grown stronger as I have watched the world blowup during the last 
60 years - in Vietnam, in the Watts ghetto of Los Angeles, in Iraq, in Afghanistan, in the bloody 
streets of north St. Louis. Really, God? How can this pie in the sky prophecy ever come true?  
 
 
 But then I remember back to the spring of 1970 – my junior year in college – and 
I see two other images that emerged from the Kent State tragedy, that emerged out of the 
Vietnam protests across the country.. Do some of you remember? One was a picture of a dead 
student – on the university lawn – a non-violent anti-war protestor, who had been gunned down 
by the National Guard. But the very next day there was another photo on the front page of the 
newspaper. It was a young woman bravely walking up to that long flank of soldiers with their 
guns pointed straight at her – and there she was, putting a flower in the end of one of those rifles. 
These photos have become for me the paradoxical image of Advent – both the darkness and the 
light – both the brutal reality and the eternal hope of peace. Maybe swords can turn into 
ploughshares. 
 
 Advent is not a sub-category of Christmas.   It is a time and a season unto itself. 
According to our liturgical calendar, Christmas doesn’t begin until midnight on December 24th.  
Before that miracle and that joy, however, comes four weeks of somber, sober, waiting - the 
brutally honest acknowledgment that the world is dark, that our lives are dark, that the shadows 
we have created obscure God's light.  Just when we crave the comfort of a cradle in Bethlehem, 
our gospel text captures the gloomy predictions of sorrow and tragedy.  You might well ask, 
"Why is the church so out of sync with the world?   Well, my friends, the answer is quite simple.  
It is the world that is out of sync with the church - out of sync with God. 
 
                        The first Sunday of Advent always confronts us with a portion of apocalyptic 
scripture - all of those dark passages in Matthew, Mark, and Luke - in the Book of Daniel - in 
certain sections of the prophets - and of course in the Book of Revelation. All of these scriptural 
texts were written during violent, political times - when God’s people were threatened by 
external forces - when death and fear were the mood of the day.  
 



 
 

 And that is why the scripture readings for the first Sunday in Advent are also 
about the Second Coming.  Not the first coming when Jesus embraces us with an infant's charm.  
But the Second Coming when the Cosmic Christ will come again, and then heal us amidst 
cataclysmic chaos.  We read about strange signs in the sun and the moon, about stars falling from 
the sky, about a dark and frightening time when God will come in muscular form to wrestle with 
the forces of evil - a time so terrifying that people will faint from fear. And will begin to 
disappear.  
 
 Now, for the listeners of Matthew’s original words, these predictions spoke to the 
very heart of their existence - a time when Jerusalem had been destroyed, when the cruelty of 
Roman rule was suffocating the fledgling Christian community, when staying faithful to God 
demanded courage amidst the seeming absence of God.  And so, the prediction of Christ coming 
again brought them comfort. 
 
 Of course, the problem is that these dire predictions of the Second Coming have 
not yet happened. And so, we live in a season of not-yet-ness – a time of in betweenness - 
between the beginning of God’s dream and the end of God’s dream. And we are the key players 
in this interim drama. 
 
 All of which raises a question. Where are the places where this scripture speaks to 
us today - the places where the sun seems darkened in the lives of people we love - the places 
where all hell is breaking loose and cultural stars are falling hopelessly to the earth?  
 
 You know the headlines as well as I do.  There are political crises in every corner 
of the globe – with chaotic demonstrations in Ecuador and Iraq, in Moscow and Hong Kong – 
the people demanding freedom from autocratic governments every bit as oppressive as the 
Roman empire was in Jesus’ day. But there is more. According to the recent United Nations 
Environment Program report, “we are sleepwalking toward climate catastrophe,” with big 
polluters like the United States and China the most at fault. And, the report says that  without 
drastic action – if we do not cut carbon emissions 55% by 2030 - the floods, fires, droughts, 
storms and erratic temperatures will grow more destructive, “making large portions of the planet 
uninhabitable and causing mass extinction of species.” * 
 
 And then, of course, there are our personal crises - bitter marriages wounding and 
unraveling - bodies crippled by the relentless ravaging of cancer and disease - financial debts fed 
by the consumer seduction of our materialistic society - personal dreams shattered by the daily 
realities of boredom and responsibility.  Yes, my friends, on this stark, dark New Year’s Day of 
the Christian year, we are being called to recognize a world in crisis. And to acknowledge that 
we are not in control of the rhythms of life. All of which can either make us hate God. Or cling 
to God as the only source of comfort and strength.   
 

           What’s interesting about our scriptures for this morning, is that Matthew admits 
that we don’t know when Christ will come again. Rather the words are about being prepared - 
about watching – about getting ready - about living our lives now as if God’s promises have 
already been fulfilled.  
 



 
 

            And so, I believe that these scriptures for this morning are a wake-up call. – a 
wake-up call to us – inviting us to look at the world we live in and decide, not that the world is 
coming to an end, but that the world is badly in need of repair - badly in need of re-creation - 
badly in need of the alternative transformation that Jesus repeatedly calls for. And the comfort in 
these words is this – Jesus is with us. Jesus will come again - and does come again – and is 
coming again and again and again - to gradually bring about a new creation in our midst. 
  

            There is an old newspaper image I will never forget. And it is for me another 
image of Advent. The time was the early 1990s. The place was Sarajevo – the gutted, bombed 
out epicenter of the Balkan War – a time when ethnic violence had destroyed beauty and 
buildings and any sense of human community. And one day, a man put on his tuxedo, picked up 
his cello and a chair, and he went and sat at the central, bombed out intersection of town – in the 
cross fire of hatred and brokenness and devastation – and there he played his cello for hours – 
defying all reason, embracing all hope – proclaiming through his melancholy melody that 
darkness and death never have the final word. 
 

             And so the question for today is this: are you ready? The Christian way of 
managing the crises of life is to be ready, and to live life as if Christ has already come again. 
There may be a time when your job disappears. Are you ready? There may be a time when the 
relationships you trust change - or even end. Are you ready? There may be a time when your 
body betrays you and disease and old age devour you. Are you ready?  There will - not may- 
come a time when you die. Are you ready? My friends, today we are being told to wake up - to 
get ready - to be prepared - to live each day as if it is our last - and to be confident in God’s 
promise that all will be well. 
 

             Ultimately the promise of Advent is HOPE – not shallow hope, not passive hope, 
but relentless hope. Because, my friends, the promise of Advent is that the light of Christ will not 
be extinguished, even by the deepest darkness. The message of Advent is that we are not alone. 
We don’t have to live or love or wait or suffer or serve or dream or die alone. Our loving God 
comes - again and again and again. Our God comes yesterday, today and tomorrow. Our God 
comes to love us and to love the world. Yes, our God comes to be with us in the messy, not-yet-
ness of Advent – and God promises to lead us home. 
 
On this New Year’s Day of the Christian year, this is the Good News of the Gospel.   
 

May it be so - for you and for me.  Amen 
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