Advent offers to create a space for us to slow down and "be still" - if we'll let it.  The lights have been up for months - the stores didn't even wait for Halloween before they moved in the Christmas stuff.  Nancy and I saw the Christmas tree tent at Home Depot on November 15th - do they really think a tree will last that long - and Costco was selling the wreaths the week before that. 

I wish the world was in a hurry to get to Jesus - but they aren't.

One of the traditional Advent benedictions comes from Revelation 22:20 where Jesus tells His people, "I am coming back to save you!" and St. John and the people respond, "e'en so, Lord Jesus, quickly come."  I don't know if you are in a hurry for Jesus to return - but I know based on the book of Revelation even though we aren't even close to things being as bad as they are going to get - Jesus tells us to be ready in each moment.  There's a double meaning in His words.

Have you ever gone to meet someone you've never met.  You've seen a picture - you know a little about him.  He says he will be there around 2.  You arrive early and pull out your phone to double check the address and discover your battery is dead.  It's always hard to know how to wait - but especially if you don't have a screen to keep you entertained.  You don't want to miss the person you are meeting - but there is that person across the way that looks a little shifty and you want to keep an eye on him.  There's the little kid who is learning to walk and he is so cute.  The young couple that is very much in love.  The guy playing guitar.  So many distractions.  He said about 2.  You got there at 1:45 - now it's 2:15.  He's still not here.  Did he forget?  Is he lost?  Is he here and you don't see him?  How long do you wait?  You can't call him and he can't call you.  Now what?

Advent is about waiting for God.  He promised to come back to take us home.  We've been waiting since around 30 A.D.  That's a long time.
Jesus says we are to wait eagerly and with anticipation - and that is going to be tough.  Jesus never hid that fact that after He went back to heaven this world was going to go downhill fast - and in the end it was going to be almost impossible for believers to exist.  Matthew 25 says, "False christs and false prophets will arise and perform great signs and wonders, so as to lead astray, if possible, even the elect."  The elect are sealed with God - and yet satan's temptations and power will take them to the very limits of their faith.  No wonder Jesus tells us to keep watch.

Advent is both good news and bad news.  Waiting can bring about anxiety and a little fear.  How long do we have to wait, how dark is it going to get, have I done everything I need to do?

It's like when the door of the aircraft closes and the purser announces you are ready for takeoff so everyone has to turn off their cell phones - and that's when you get this overwhelming fear you might not have unplugged your curling iron - and you spend the entire flight worrying and wishing the plane would go faster.  That's the bad news.

This is why Jesus completes His thought by telling us to "stand up - and know that your redemption is drawing near."  Isaiah 51 is very clear that God is coming to save us and we don't need to doubt.  The Cross and the Empty Tomb - that's God's way of saying it's okay.  It's not "going" to be okay - it already is okay even if we're still waiting.

Back to the five hour plane flight where all you did was worry that your house burned down because you forgot to unplug the curling iron.  Isaiah 51 is like you landing - and turning on your phone and there is a text message from the neighbor you asked to water the plants.  She says, "I knew you were in a hurry to get to the airport so I went over to see if everything was okay - saw the curling iron plugged in so I unplugged it, watered the plants, brought in the mail, took out the trash - all is well."

As much as I would like to just tell you not to worry - to cast off all your anxiety - I know "monkey mind" is real and it keeps us from sleeping and enjoying family time and from fully dedicating ourselves to God.  But I also know the Holy Spirit works by slowly infusing God's Word into our hearts and souls and minds.  Jesus doesn't tell us to ignore all the pain and problems and dangers - He tells us plainly and openly to keep watch and to be aware.  It's a delicate balancing act called Advent.

Like the disciples, I also want to know when Jesus is going to return and how we'll know it's almost time.  That way I can wait until the last minute to clean the house, put on some crisp aloha wear and stop by the flower stand to pick up a lei for Him.  There is a reason Jesus says, "no one but the Father knows when that will be."  If you're thinking, "isn't Jesus God's Son - aren't they inseparable? - how can He not know?"  It's the same way it works when God says He forgets our sins.  God has a perfect memory - but chooses not to remember them.  Jesus chose not to know the day and hour because He didn't want someone to pu up a giant doomsday clock counting down the minutes.

Do you remember being a child - monsters under the bed or in the closet.  We all had our own way of dealing with them.  Some of us had spray bottles with magic water that dissolved them.  Some put a chair in front of the door - or shoved so much stuff under the bed there was no room for a monster.  Or - when everything else failed - we ran into mom and dad's room because they had secret powers to vanquish monsters.

Those kind of monsters are one thing - but when mom and dad were talking about someone who died - or a natural disaster that caused terrible loss of life - or more personal things that deeply affected the family - and you worriedly asked, "what are you talking about?"  When they responded, "you are too young to understand" it was even scarier than the monsters in the closet.  Just because you are too young to understand doesn't mean you aren't old enough to be "a-scared."

We went to bed worried about our mom crying - or our dad with that vacant look in his eyes - and dreamed we were Superman or one of the Avengers and fixed everything so no one had to cry or feel helpless.  We were invincible - until there was a noise outside our window and we pulled the covers over our head and shivered until morning came.

The Gospel isn't very Gospely today.  The End Times - Armageddon - the Apocalypse has been written and sung and talked about since time began.  No matter how dark and scary we make it - we know we aren't even close to how bad it really will be.

At the end of the Gospel, Jesus says, "that day will come on you unexpectedly like a trap. For it will come on all who live on the face of the whole earth. Be alert at all times, praying that you may have strength to escape all these things that are going to take place and to stand before the Son of Man.”  In the assigned readings, that is the end of our Gospel lesson - where I would normally say, "this is the Gospel of the Lord" and you would respond singing, "Praise to You O Christ." But if you were listening carefully - when I said, "This is the Gospel of the Lord" - you would hear I was actually asking a question, "is this really the Gospel of our Lord?" So, I added more verses.

Matthew continues, "During the day, Jesus was teaching in the temple complex, but in the evening He would go out and spend the night on what is called the Mount of Olives. Then all the people would come early in the morning to hear Him in the temple complex."  Even though Jesus is telling some pretty hard and scary truths about the end of time - which of course is also the end of people - the people kept coming to hear Him teach. Why would they do that?

I am a big fan of the truth.  I want the doctor to say, "this IS going to hurt!" or the teacher, "this IS a hard test."  That is why I love Jesus being honest with us.  We aren't promised puppy dogs and ice cream nor does he says being a believer is going to be easy.  We are told upfront and in very plain and simple terms that following Him is going to be hard and sometimes painful and the world is pretty much going to be against us.

During COVID I added "The ability to be the non-anxious presence in our community" to the Sunday prayers - and I decided to keep that prayer in after COVID became a "normal health event" according to the CDC.  Rarely can we control what happens to us - but we can always control how we respond.  And how we respond can make a big difference in the way the people around us respond.  You can be afraid without being scared - you can doubt without giving up - you can love when it's hard - you can hurt and not attack - you can be angry and not sin.  I love St. Peter when he says, "Always be ready to give a defense to anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you. However, do this with gentleness and respect, keeping your conscience clear, so that when you are accused, those who denounce your Christian life will be put to shame."  

What would it take to lessen your anxiety?  None of us can totally get rid of our anxiety - but we can find ways to push it to the side so we can get done the things that need to get done.  Anxiety is a distraction.  Nothing more and nothing less.  The moment we start being afraid of something that happened yesterday - something we have no ability to change - or start worrying about what might happen tomorrow - we are no longer fully present in the here and now. And that can lead to mistakes.  We are so worried about yesterday or tomorrow - we mess up our today - which creates more anxiety and it just keeps spiraling.

Here is a truth of Advent.  Whatever your fears are.  And I know your fears feel real because I know mine feel real - Jesus says they are not the final reality.  When Jesus says "do not be afraid" - He is not saying there aren't things to be afraid of.  There are.  It's just that most of the things we choose to be afraid of - and notice I say "choose to be afraid of" - are things we either have no control over or are never going to happen.  

When Jesus says to be alert - it doesn't mean staring at the Ring camera image or being out on the lanai with your cell phone in hand with nine and one predialed and your finger on the one button.  It means be present in the here and now - with a holy anticipation and expectation of what shall be in the best possible sense.  We can be people of the Gospel.

I heard my first Christmas song on November 10th.  Lights were already up in the neighborhood - Costco and Home Depot already sold out of some Christmas stuff.  The world cannot handle sitting still, waiting for God. 

I wish the world was in a hurry to get to Christmas because they loved Jesus.  I would even accept starting the season early as hopeful optimism that peace and joy would reign in the hearts and minds of all people.  But I'm pretty sure the early season is more about money and an excuse to party and buy things and forget what's happening in the world and in their life - until January comes and they get dumped back into a very harsh reality - which is when they will really need the Gospel.

Jesus offers us hope - not optimism.  Hope frees us from trying to predict or plan the future.  We get to live in the here and now with a deep and abiding faith that God has not forgotten us, nor will He.  One day He will bring all His promises to fulfillment - until that day we can be patient and let Him be God - which, as it turns out He is really, really good at.

Please note, patience is not waiting passively for someone else to do something. Patience is more holy anticipation that allows us live in the moment to its fullest - taste the here and now and know it's only going to get better.  If you ever went to Kimo's on Front Street in Lahaina - they had good food and I always enjoyed it.  But to be honest - the whole time I was sitting there watching the waves roll in and the sun set and eating my teriyaki sirloin sandwich - what I was really waiting for was the Hula Pie.  It was "broke da mouth" as they would say.  That's the way life can be - enjoy every minute - savor it - but know what's coming is better.

The world uses Advent to run away from things instead of running toward them.  The apocalyptic texts - all the "wars and rumors of wars," seven headed beasts, earth and heavens burning with fire, droughts and diseases - Jesus isn't trying to scare us - He wants us to pay attention - make sure we're ready for the day He returns - but also everything that will happen between now and then.  Jesus always adds the caveat, "this is nothing new."  Wars and dictators and natural disasters and pandemics are very real - but they aren't the final reality.

Apocalyptic texts remind us why our faith is so important - why the cross hangs over the altar - why we get baptized and take communion and pray and worship.  All of that isn't a lucky rabbit's foot - it's God's promise that He is here - we are loved and forgiven so the past is of no concern to us - heaven is waiting so we don't need to be in a hurry and God is already there so there really won't be any surprises.   
 
That leads us back to this moment.  You sitting there - me standing here - it's what we have.  The people around us - the air - the smell of coffee from the narthex - it's real and we can take a deep breath and just for a moment let God be God and rest in His arms and ask Him to quiet our mind and console our heart and embolden our soul.

This moment right now - Christ is here bringing us peace.  Drink that in before you head out the doors and back to the craziness of this world.  Let His Word soak into the deepest recesses of your life.  That is Advent.  In the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
