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What is your favorite Christmas song? The first thing you want to hear after Thanksgiving? Are 
there any Christmas songs that make you groan and roll your eyes? You may have seen 
something called the Little Drummer Boy challenge - if you hear that song between midnight 
on Thanksgiving and midnight Christmas Eve you’re out - there’s an official website and 
everything. There’s also Whammageddon, where you try not to hear Wham’s Last Christmas 
during the same time. Another great love/hate Christmas song is “Mary did you know?”  
 
If the Episcopal Church is fairly new to you, you may be surprised that in worship during 
Advent, which begins today, you won’t hear even the religious Christmas songs you’re hearing 
in shops and restaurants or on your favorite music station. We wait until Christmas Eve to pull 
those out. In contrast to the upbeat songs almost insisting we be merry and joyful, here at 
church we are singing hymns of lament and longing, of hope and expectation. We offer space 
to reflect, to pray, to explore the themes of hope, faith, joy, and peace represented by the 
candles on our wreath. Our worship and praise includes confession and lamentation, 
acknowledging that although we delight that Jesus has come, we know the world is still waiting 
for the completion of God’s salvation. 
 
Our texts from Isaiah and Psalms show us a vision of God’s reign. All people will seek God, 
learning the way of love and life. Nations will put down implements of war and greed and will 
focus on the flourishing of the earth and all her creatures. God’s work of reconciling all things 
in Christ, which we talked about last week on Christ the King Sunday, will be complete. This is 
the hope represented by the first Advent candle. We will keep this hope before us throughout 
Advent. 
 
Jesus’ birth did not magically bring the fullness of God’s reign to earth. The earliest Christians 
struggled to hold on to hope after Jesus’ death and resurrection. They had believed he was the 
Messiah, the chosen one, anointed to bring good news and proclaim the year of the Lord’s 
favor. They had experienced salvation in the life and ministry of Jesus. Healing of body, mind, 
and spirit. Hearts turning from selfishness to generosity. The miraculous power of abundant 
love. In Jesus’ life, they got a taste of the reign of God they were waiting for and it made them 
eager for the prophetic visions to be fulfilled. Yet fewer than 40 years later the Temple was 
destroyed and God’s reign seemed as far away as ever. 
 
Undoubtedly, many people gave up hope, assuming that since their expectations had not been 
fulfilled, Jesus hadn’t really been the Messiah. They went back to waiting for the promised one, 
or perhaps gave up entirely and just lived their lives as best they could. The rest had to figure 
out how to keep following this Messiah, how to keep that candle of hope lit, how to proclaim 
Jesus’ sovereignty over a world that was still hurting and longing for salvation.  
 
Most of what we call the New Testament, scriptures written after Jesus’ resurrection, deals 
with this question - how do we live in this in-between time? There has never been one answer; 
there have only always been communities of people doing their best. This year we will be 
reading Matthew’s Gospel, learning what was helpful to that particular community. Matthew 



was written for the Jewish Christian community, people who knew the law of Moses and the 
writings of the prophets. Matthew insists that Jesus is the Messiah, the one who has been 
promised, and explicitly names Jesus as the fulfillment of the Hebrew Scriptures. We will hear 
this phrase a lot this year: “in order to fulfill the scriptures.” And to help them understand why 
God’s reign is not complete, and how they are to live while waiting for it, Matthew adds “and 
yet.” Jesus has inaugurated God’s reign, and yet we still yearn for its completeness.  
 
In today’s passage, Jesus is near the end of his ministry. And he is preparing people for what is 
to come. Isaiah’s vision is still promised, but no one knows the day or the hour, he said, except 
God alone. Plenty of bad things will keep happening, Jesus predicts. There will be wars and 
insurrections and persecution - read all of chapter 24 if you want the details. Jesus does not 
comfort his followers by telling them them how much longer they still had to wait. Unlike 
Advent calendars that count us down to Christmas, we don’t have a countdown to the end of 
the age and the fulfillment of God’s dreams for creation.  
 
By painting this difficult vision of the end of the age, where some will be taken and some will be 
left, where the Son of Man comes like a thief in the night, Jesus isn’t trying to frighten us. He’s 
trying to make sure we’re paying attention. We need to hold on to hope, focus on the vision, 
whatever is happening around us. Jesus’ reference to the time of Noah is an admonition to 
actively, intentionally listen to God. People in Noah’s time were living their lives focused only 
on what was in front of them, basically eating, drinking, and making merry, or making war, and 
when the flood came they were destroyed. Noah and his family listened to God and prepared 
as God instructed, and saved not only their lives but the whole diversity of living creatures.  
 
I’m happy to talk about the Noah story another time, because it is deeply troubling, but the 
message Matthew wants us to take from it is the importance of focusing on God, whatever 
else is happening around us, whatever the people around us are doing, and whatever they may 
think about what we are doing. People thought Noah was crazy. People thought Jesus was 
crazy. Do people think we’re crazy? 
 
When Jesus says “be alert” he is telling us to live intentionally, not sleepwalking through our 
days. Listen to God. Listen for God. The world can be a very noisy place. Our closing hymn 
today begins this way: “signs of endings all around us.” This is the lament of Advent. There are 
always signs of endings. It is easy to focus on the endings, the hurts, the brokenness. Good 
news rarely makes the news. But there are also always signs of beginnings. Dawn. Spring. New 
life, however small and fragile it may seem. To live intentionally is to resist being discouraged 
by the signs of endings, and to nurture hope by celebrating the signs of beginnings around us. 
For dawn. For spring. For new life, however small and fragile it seems. A baby in a manger. 
Some of the last words we will sing today are “we await the saving birth.” 
 
What is the saving birth we await? It is the birth of Jesus, yes. But, again, Jesus’ birth in itself 
didn’t complete God’s reconciling work. The saving birth we await in Advent is the birth of the 
new age. We don’t know when it will be complete. So we can’t create a countdown. But just as 
we prepare for the birth of a child, or the arrival of a puppy, or retirement, or a joyous 
Christmas celebration, we can prepare for the birth of a new age. We can be vessels for God’s 
love in this world. We can be alert for signs of beginnings, for hope, and we can light that hope 
for others. 
 



Whether you believe the new age will arrive all at once, with Jesus descending on a cloud, or 
whether you believe God’s reign is being birthed by the long labor of one small act of love at a 
time until it floods the earth, the lesson all of our scriptures have for us today is that how we 
live matters. Our daily choices ultimately reflect our hope, or our fear. There’s more than 
enough fear in the world already. This morning we lit a candle of hope. Let’s carry it into the 
world so others might see.  


