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Texts: Isaiah 2:1-5; Psalm 133; Romans 13:11-14; and Matthew 24:36-44

Romans 13:11-14
11Besides this, you know what time it is, how it is now the moment for you 

to wake from sleep. For salvation is nearer to us now than when we became be-
lievers; 12the night is far gone, the day is near. Let us then lay aside the works of 
darkness and put on the armor of light; 13let us live honorably as in the day, not 
in reveling and drunkenness, not in debauchery and licentiousness, not in quar-
reling and jealousy. 14Instead, put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provi-
sion for the flesh, to gratify its desires.

Matthew 24:36-44
36“But about that day and hour no one knows, neither the angels of heav-

en, nor the Son, but only the Father. 37For as the days of Noah were, so will be the 
coming of the Son of Man. 38For as in those days before the flood they were eat-
ing and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, until the day Noah entered 
the ark, 39and they knew nothing until the flood came and swept them all away, 
so too will be the coming of the Son of Man. 40Then two will be in the field; one 
will be taken and one will be left. 41Two women will be grinding meal together; 
one will be taken and one will be left. 42Keep awake therefore, for you do not 
know on what day your Lord is coming. 43But understand this: if the owner of the 
house had known in what part of the night the thief was coming, he would have 
stayed awake and would not have let his house be broken into. 44Therefore you 
also must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected hour.”

What if we didn’t have all the time in the world?  
I mean, I generally assume in life that I’ve got time, you know, to work 

stuff out, to address challenges, to solve problems, to get right with God and 
with people.

Our Gospel reading today on this first Sunday of Advent comes to us 
with a deep sense of urgency about the present moment. To be alert and ready 
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for the second coming of Jesus into the world. This Gospel lesson reminds us 
of the other side of Advent.

Advent, among several meanings, comes from the Latin for “coming.” 
And clearly as we get closer to Christmas Eve, we will read those stories which 
prepare us to celebrate the birth of Jesus that came some 2000+ years ago. 

But early in Advent the other side of its meaning is at the forefront — 
that is, the second coming of Christ. The Biblical witness in a number of places 
proclaims that in some form, some way, Jesus Christ will come again to com-
plete the work of reconciliation, to make all things new, to bring final justice to 
humankind and judge peoples and nations. 

Now, stories like from Matthew today have been used and abused by all 
sorts of preachers and teachers down through the ages to scare people into 
faith. These words have been used to exclude people from churches and com-
munities over the centuries.

I won’t claim to understand what all this second coming will be or what 
it will look like, but I do know we must take these words seriously if we claim 
ourselves to be serious people of faith.

The deepest assumption underlying all our Biblical texts today are la-
ments of a certain sort — when we look around with honest eyes we see that 
some things are broken — people are spiritually asleep, war is the world’s 
norm, not peace, and darkness covers a broad space in our lives.

Bill Muehl, who was a professor of preaching at Yale Divinity School, 
tells the story of a child in preschool who had made a ceramic figure to be 
taken home as a gift for his parents on the last day of class before Christmas. 
When the child sees his parents in the hallway, he runs toward them and ac-
cidentally falls. The ceramic figure crashes to the ground and shatters into a 
hundred tiny pieces. 

The father takes the sobbing and frightened child up into his arms and 
attempts to console his son with a disclaimer, “Don’t cry. It’s all right, it doesn’t 
matter.” 
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But the child’s mother, wiser in such things, quickly intervenes. “Oh, no,” 
she says. “It does matter.” And she wept with her son.

Laments on a grand or smaller scale remind us that our hopes and 
dreams clash with sobering realities. Acknowledgment of this brokenness is the 
first step toward healing and reconciliation, conversion and transformation. 

There was a commercial from this season a few years ago and in the 
ad flashed on the screen a dreamy vision of a sparkling new bicycle. A child’s 
voice off-camera is heard to say, “Oh, I hope I get a bicycle for Christmas. I 
hope to get a bicycle for Christmas — and peace on earth, of course — but I 
hope I get a bicycle for Christmas.” Captured in the commercial, of course, is 
every child’s legitimate yearning for a bicycle but also a dismissiveness and a 
disconnect with the prophet’s vision. This silly commercial illustrates a certain 
sort of brokenness. 

It is the joke of every beauty pageant isn’t it, that the dream of every 
contestant when they are asked is “world peace.” 

It has become an unrealistic punch line, a foolish and Pollyanna desire 
to hope and work for peace. If we read these scriptures and actually believe 
that Jesus will come again and make the final peace and that we might through 
our prayers, actions, decisions, help bring it to pass, we might not be taken 
seriously by the so-called realists. But we actually believe that our work, our 
prayers for peace, will bear fruit one day and that people of faith must labor 
for peace one neighbor at a time.

Henry Ward Beecher once wrote: “We should so live and labor in our 
time that what came to us as seed may go to the next generation as blossom, 
and what came to us as blossom may go to them as fruit.”

We people of faith believe this Advent that the vision of the prophet, the 
promise of the coming Messiah, are not utopian and unrealistic but are truly 
that which God has promised to do.  
 Weapons, be they physical or verbal, can be converted into tools for life 
and peace. 
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Swords, a weapon of war and violence, can be bent and shaped into an 
agrarian tool that tills the ground and prepares it for the seeds of life that will 
feed and nourish.

Spears that are weapons that kill can turn into pruning hooks which cut 
back a wild plant so that it will bear more fruit in the next season.

Or the cross — a symbol of murder and execution could become the pre-
dominant symbol in the world of life, hope, and reconciliation.

We have work to do friends. Matthew and Romans claim that there 
might not be much rest for the faithful; we shouldn’t be sleeping to comfort-
ably. It has been a long night, the day is coming when people and nations will 
be judged.

Jesus will come again and make judgments about faithfulness and fruit-
fulness, war and peace, and whether on balance we are found to be living in 
darkness or in light.

Ruby Bridges was the little six-year old who was one of the first African-
American children to integrate the New Orleans public schools. This went 
on for weeks and then months, as every morning the federal marshals would 
escort Ruby through the lines of angry parents hurling insults, racial slurs, vio-
lent words. And then the same every afternoon when school let out, until final-
ly virtually every white family had withdrawn their children from the school. 
So Ruby went to school all by herself for the better part of the term. The situ-
ation caught the attention of Robert Coles, Harvard child psychologist. And so 
Coles went to New Orleans, interviewed and spent time with Ruby and with 
her parents. He interviewed her teacher, asked how she thought Ruby could 
tolerate such continual adversity and abuse.

Listen to the verbatim from that teacher: “I was standing in the class-
room looking out the window. I saw Ruby coming down the street with the 
federal marshals on both sides of her. The crowd was there shouting as usual. 
A woman spat at Ruby, but missed. Ruby smiled at her. A man shook his fist 
at her. Ruby smiled. And then she walked up the steps, and she stopped and 
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 turned around and smiled one more time. You know what she told one of 
those marshals? She told him she prays for those people, the ones in that mob. 
She prays for them every night before going to sleep.” 

The interview prompted Coles to speak directly to Ruby about her 
prayers. “Yes,” Ruby said, “I do pray for them.” 

Coles asked, “Why? Why would you pray for people who are so mean to 
you and say such bad things about you?” 

“Because Mama said I should.” 
Coles pressed. 
Ruby said, “I go to church. I go to church every Sunday, and we’re told 

to pray for people, even bad people. Mama says it’s true. My minister says the 
same thing. ‘We don’t have to worry,’ he says. He came to our house, and he say, 
‘God is watching over us.’ He say, ‘If I forgive the people and smile at them and 
pray for them, God will keep a good eye on everything...’” 

Coles asked if she thought the minister was on the right track. 
“Oh, yes,” Ruby said. 
And then in a way of explanation, “I’m sure God knows what is happen-

ing. God’s got a lot to worry about, but there’s bad trouble here. God can’t help 
but notice. He may not do anything right now, but there will come a day, like 
they say in church, there will come a day. You can count on it. That’s what they 
say in church.”

There will come a day. Advent is here, Advent is coming, come Sisters 
and brothers, come Houston, come St Paul’s, let us walk in the light of God. 
 In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

Sermons are also available pre-printed and on CD. The pre-printed sermons are in the information racks at the 
Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the complete worship service, contact Phyllis 
Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.


