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In our house we have two advent calendars.  Or maybe I should call them Christmas calendars, because they don’t really begin in Advent, they begin on the first day of December and count down the 25 days until Christmas.  The younger kids are downstairs making a calendar to count the days until Christmas even as we speak.  If you didn’t know, it is four weeks from today.  I wouldn’t want Christmas to sneak up on anyone without you knowing that it is coming or exactly how many shopping days you have left until Christmas.  Is it easy to wait for Christmas or is it hard?  When I was a kid it was hard.  First of all it was hard to wait that last week or so of school because we were always looking forward to those weeks off for Christmas break.  And then it was difficult to wait for Christmas day itself.  Those last few days before Christmas seemed to take forever.  And Christmas Eve was the longest day of the year.  It was the one day of the year that I was not opposed to going to bed early, because I figured that if I was asleep, the time would go so much faster.  What I didn’t figure on was how long it would take to fall asleep.  Lying in bed not being able to sleep was almost painful.  And then if I went to bed early I didn’t realize that I would be waking up that much earlier also.  So my eyes would pop open at about 4 o’clock, and I was ready to go see what was under the tree.  But we were under strict instructions that we couldn’t leave our room until 6:00 and we couldn’t bother our parents  until 7:00.  But most Christmases my brother and I could not wait and we would sneak out of our rooms by 4:30 just to peek at what was under the tree.  Christmas was so hard to wait for.
It’s not that hard now.  I still get excited about the day and the celebration and having the kids come home, but some parts of Christmas I can’t wait to be over.  I want the shopping to be done, I want the bills to be paid, and if I hear some of those trite songs one more time, I’ll go nuts.

Our text from Mark today is not about waiting for Christmas.  The people of Mark’s time were waiting for something else.  Mark wrote to his church during a time of turmoil and upset.  The Jews in Palestine were rebelling against the Romans and the  Roman armies were besieging Jerusalem.  They needed reassurance that God was still in control and that although it looked like much of what they knew was ending, they were still in God’s care.  Peoples in those kinds of situations tend to develop literature called “apocalyptic.”  That word comes from a Greek word meaning to reveal or uncover a secret.  An apocalypse usually consists of visions, messages and dreams through which the divine world and its secrets are revealed.  This passage is often called the “Little Apocalypse.”  It’s obviously a shorter  piece than larger ones like the Revelation to John, but both are supposed to be revealing what God is about to do.  This passage is to reassure Mark’s church that even though things may look bad at times, they are in a time of waiting and they need to keep awake.  The first Sunday of Advent traditionally highlights this task of the church, to wait for his coming.  Some folks call this the Second coming and we wait for his appearing at the end of history when God will renew the heavens and the earth.

That tells us that this is different from waiting for Christmas.  There is a difference between waiting for Christmas and waiting for Christ.  Obviously we know when Christmas will arrive and what it will be like when it arrives.  We know the script, we read the same lessons each year, the kids fill the same costumes each year in the pageant, all we need to do is follow it.  That’s about waiting for Christmas, that’s what our Advent calendars count down for us.  But waiting for Christ to come—or to come again—requires something more, an expectant watchfulness because we never know when he will appear.  This requires a different kind of waiting.  Some waiting is passive.  If you are standing at a street corner waiting or a bus to arrive you will experience a kind of passive waiting.  But if you are standing on that same street corner waiting for a parade to come, you are listening for the sound of the bands, stretching your neck for a glimpse of the first float.  That is a different kind of waiting, full of expectation, a waiting on tiptoe, an active waiting.  I’ve been in a lot of airports waiting for flights to leave and I find that I am very passive in my waiting, sitting in a chair with a book, waiting for the boarding calls, but not really filled with anticipation.  On the other hand on Monday Annie flew back from Boston for Thanksgiving and I picked her up at the airport in Grand Rapids.  At that airport I can wait and watch and see her plane come in.  And then I can watch them come down the tunnel past security and watch for her face among all the other faces until I finally see her.  That’s active waiting.  I think that’s what Jesus meant when he told his disciples, “Be aware, keep alert; for you do not know when the time will come.”
It is clear that Jesus does not want us to be predicting when he will return.  Rather he is urging us to live as if his return were just around the corner.  So there is no time to be nodding off waiting for our plane to be announced.  Rather we should be looking around at the faces, seeing who we recognize.
One of my seminary professors lamented that the idea of the second coming was invented by some theologian with only two fingers.  His point was that Jesus comes to us more than in the manger in Bethlehem, he comes more to us than at the end of history.  In fact he comes to us all the time.  We are supposed to be attuned to the signs around us, because indeed, he has already arrived.  We can never focus so much on his second coming that we miss sight of the fact that he has already arrived.  Congregationalist minister Martin Copenhaver says, “This text forces the preacher to wade into one of the most important paradoxes of the gospel: the ‘already/not yet’ quality to the portion of the divine drama in which we live.  Already Jesus has established the means through which we are drawn into relationship with God, but not yet do we live in complete communion with God.  Already the realm of God is evident, but not yet is that realm fully established.  In this portion of Mark’s gospel Jesus addresses those who have to live in the meantime, the challenging meantime between the already and the not yet.  By keeping alert and awake, by living our lives in accord with the One who has already come, died and been raised, not only will we be prepared to live in the promised realm of God when it comes, but we may experience even now some to what life in that realm will be like.”

When Annie was home for Thanksgiving this week we had time on the way home from the airport to chat.  It occurred to me that through 13 years of Gull Lake education, four years at Alma College, and a master’s degree at Brandeis University, this is the first year since she turned five that she is not in school.  I asked her how that felt.  I remembered doing the same thing and looking forward with active waiting for the day when I was no longer in school, no one was going to test me on my reading of the week, there were no more grades or report cards, other than the ones I get from you all.  I expected Annie to tell me what a relief it was to be no longer in school, but she said that she loved being in school and couldn’t wait to get back into school, whether it was teaching or a Ph.D. program.  The jobs she had were not a relief to her, but they were marking time till she could get back to school.  Her active waiting was not to get out of school but to return to school.

For what are you waiting?  Are you waiting passively or actively, are you on your toes in hope and expectation.  I remember when we were awaiting the arrival of our first child; we came to the conclusion that God had made a mistake in arranging human pregnancies.  Erin and I decided that seven months, not nine was about right.  Seven months gave you enough time to get really ready, but then those last two months of waiting were just torture.   Some of you have had, like we did this week, the experience of waiting for a loved one to pass from this life, waiting for death to come, waiting for God to take her home.  That’s waiting actively, watching for signs, wanting to be there, wanting to make sure you are all prepared, wanting to be part of it.  That’s how we wait for Christ. Are you waiting for Christmas or are you waiting for Christ?  In the midst of all the things we do to prepare for Christmas, Mark is reminding us to be awake to the presence of God in the world, to wait actively, not just for Christmas, but for Christ.
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