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Happy new church year. 

Today is the first of four Sundays of Advent as we prepare our spiritual selves for 

Christmas.  On Christmas Day, we will commemorate the historical birth of Jesus, whenever that 

may have been. 

In the first century during Jesus’ life, there were at least five calendars in use: the lunar 

calendar used by the Jewish community; the solar calendar used by the Greeks; a Julian calendar; 

a Roman calendar; and a Byzantine calendar.1 

So, Christmas is not about Jesus’ actual birth date, which can’t be known.  It’s about 

remembering the Incarnation of the One who became like us in all things but sin (Hebrews 4:15). 

Because of Christmas, Jesus’ humanity became a fact and was fulfilled at Easter, with his 

death and Resurrection, which are the core of Christianity.  So, the church year is really about 

Easter.  Christmas just tells us that Jesus was born but Easter is the center of our faith.2 

As Sister Joan Chittister said, Christmas is about “turning our faces toward the Jerusalem 

of our own life.”3 

Advent, then, is a period of preparation for Christmas, and it’s not about repentance, 

which we save for Lent, but joy.  It’s the time of year when we can reflect on our many blessings 

and on how beautiful life can be when we live it in the way Jesus taught us. 

This first week reminds us to watch and wait for the Second Coming, only because we 

missed it the first time. 

In this new church year – Year A in the three-year Revised Common Lectionary cycle – 

most of our Gospel readings will come from Matthew.  Over the next four weeks, we’ll be 

bouncing back and forth from the end to the beginning to the middle and back to the beginning.  

Each reading is about preparing and being prepared for Jesus’ arrival. 
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Today’s passage is self-explanatory, so we don’t have to spend much time on it.  Except 

to say that when Jesus said, “be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected hour,” the 

early Christians in Matthew’s time took this to mean pack your bags and be ready to go now. 

In what happens to be the oldest book in the Christian testament, Paul wrote a letter to the 

church in Thessalonica, to exhort them, in a friendly way, to be vigilant for the apocalypse.  He 

wrote this less than twenty years after Jesus’ death and Resurrection, in a time of social pressures 

and possible persecutions against the local church. 

In his letter, in chapter four, in a section about the coming of the Lord, Paul used the 

phrase, ‘we who are alive,’ meaning those who are left will meet Jesus in the air on their way to 

heaven (1 Thessalonians 4:13-17).  He fully expected the end to come during his lifetime.  So did 

a lot of people.  That makes it easy to stop what you’re doing and wait for it. 

What a disappointment, then, when it didn’t happen on schedule. 

Notice, though, that Matthew wrote his Gospel about twenty years after Paul wrote his 

letter.  Knowing how disappointed people may have been, it’s possible that Matthew added the 

line about the unexpected hour, to help calm things down.  But who can say? 

Many modern-day Christians believe the end is nigh too.  It’s called ‘the Rapture,’ and 

the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association web site4 offers a guide to how it all works.  They 

also note that not all Christians agree on the details. 

The Rapture, or ‘the blessed hope,’ is not mentioned in the Bible.  The term goes back to 

a nineteenth century theologian named John Nelson Darby who got the idea from someone 

named Daniel Whitby who pushed for it in England about one hundred years before Darby. 

The Rapture is often associated with periods of unrest and suffering, and it has a strong 

hold on the Christian imagination because of what Paul and others said about the Second 

Coming in their various letters. 

But it doesn’t hold up to scrutiny.  The United Church of God says it’s ‘a popular but 

false doctrine.’5  And whenever we see something called a doctrine, we ought to beware. 

Everyone seems to have missed the point when Jesus said, “the Son of Man is coming at 

an unexpected hour.”  Key word: unexpected.  He also warned us against false prophets, which 

includes false doctrines.  Peter wrote some time after Matthew that ‘Above all, you must 

understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation of 

things” (2 Peter 1:20, NIV).  A vision or an oracle is one thing, but you can’t make stuff up. 
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Sometimes, it’s better not to know, as the people in the days before the Flood didn’t 

know.  The owner of the house would have gotten a good night’s sleep by not knowing when the 

thief was coming.  Ain’t no sense in worryin’, as Mickey Rivers once said. 

According to Matthew, it is time to wake up. 

Barbara Brown Taylor wrote that we should start living right now, because whenever the 

end comes, it will come in the now.  Our best chance at discovering what abundant life is all 

about is to start living into it right now. 

If we take Jesus’ advice, and we should, we’ll be ready all the time; we’ll be 

ready for whatever the moment brings, good or bad. 

Taylor also wrote: 

‘Refuse to live yesterday over and over again.  Resist the temptation to save your 

best self for tomorrow.  Do not put off living the kind of life you meant to live.  

There is no time for that, no matter how much time is left.’ 6 

Either way you look at it, our lives are in God’s hands.  Whether we meet God 

one by one in our own time, or if the End comes tomorrow for all of us, by God’s grace, 

we might as well give God and our neighbors our best effort as disciples today. 

Amen. 
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