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Later this morning, during our weekly forum, I’m going to share a brief video called “Advent in 

Two Minutes.” The title doesn’t leave you guessing about the content; it’s what it says, just a 

brief explanation of this distinctive and holy season of Advent. And here’s a point of emphasis: 

Remember Advent is not about:  SHOPPING 

STRESSING 

PLANNING  

or BUYING 

Advent is about:   EXPECTING 

 WAITING 

 HOPING 

 and PRAYING 

 

And the video ends with this cautionary observation:  

If you’re sick of Christmas by December 25 … you haven’t done Advent correctly. i 

 

The only reason anyone needed to make such a video, of course, is because we live in a world 

that is pretty oblivious to Advent. In the headlong rush to Christmas – and all the SHOPPING 

and STRESSING and PLANNING and BUYING – there’s no time or energy for anything that 

gets in the way. Certainly there’s no encouragement for any of us to do Advent correctly. 

 

All of which is to point out that our celebration of Advent here is inherently a countercultural 

experience in our modern world. 

 

But it’s hardly the only time people of faith have ever been encouraged to be out of step with 

the wider world around us. I see that as a thread that runs through our readings this morning. 

 

Jeremiah, in our first reading, offers hope to God’s people. The people need these words of hope 

because they’re living in exile. So Jeremiah offers them a promise from God: 

I will cause a righteous Branch to spring up for David.  

Jeremiah 33:15 

 

It’s an encouragement to look for God to restore them, to save them, to allow them to live in 

safety. But in the opening verse of this chapter we read that Jeremiah was locked up in jail at the 

time he makes bold promises; from prison, he offers words of encouragement for others. 
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In our second reading, St. Paul encourages members of the early church in Thessalonica to grow 

in hope and love and in care for one another: 

… may the Lord make you increase and abound in love for one another and for 

all … and so strengthen your hearts.  

1 Thessalonians 3:12-13 

 

It’s the only way to face whatever lies ahead, Paul tells them. But scholars tell us that he himself 

was only recently released from prison when he composed this first letter. 

 

And then there’s this morning’s gospel. What isn’t immediately obvious to us – hearing these 

words in early December – is that this really would be more apt for preparing for Holy Week. 

Palm Sunday comes next, then the Last Supper, and suddenly Jesus’ arrest and crucifixion. 

 

Jesus’s words describe cosmic events. And the startling images have given rise to all sorts of 

speculation about the end-times. But I wonder if Jesus is really terribly preoccupied with the 

end of the world or if he’s more focused on the week ahead – and his own end on a cross. 

 

Either way – and this is a point we easily miss – Jesus doesn’t talk about signs in the heavens 

and distress among the nations and the roaring of the sea and waves in order to terrify anyone. 

He’s using graphic imagery to paint a picture of a terrifying world that he … and they …  

and we … already know. There are forces at play in the world beyond our control. (And as it 

happens, even as I was working to pull these words together this past Friday morning, I heard 

of the earthquake in Alaska and of the tsunami warnings that followed.) 

 

No, I don’t think we need to speculate too much about how it’s all going to come to an end at 

the end of the ages; we have enough to worry about in our own age. Eugene Peterson’s 

translation sounds uncomfortably like the world we live in today; we need not fear another: 

It will seem like all hell has broken loose — sun, moon, stars, earth, sea, in an 

uproar and everyone all over the world in a panic, the wind knocked out of them 

by the threat of doom, the powers-that-be quaking.  

Luke 21:25-26, The Message 

 

People “in a panic, the wind knocked out of them …” That’s how Peterson puts it. Our 

translation is more ominous: “People will faint from fear and foreboding …”  

 

We wouldn’t have to look too hard to find folks driven by fear. We might not have to look 

beyond our own mirrors. But you, Jesus says, all the same … you should “stand up and raise 

your heads.” Again, as Peterson puts it: 

When all this starts to happen, up on your feet. Stand tall with your heads high. 

Help is on the way!  

Luke 21:28, The Message 



  | Page 3 

It’s a counterintuitive, if not countercultural, way to respond. Grounded in a hope that there is 

more at work in the world around us than the things that frighten us, keep your eyes open.  

 

And that’s a point underscored in the final verses, as well: As Jesus goes on to say, “Be on your 

guard … Be alert …”  

 

And this brings me back to Advent … and of what it might look like to “do Advent” correctly.  

 

So much of what goes on around us is driven by fear, if only a low-simmering fear of not doing 

Christmas right, of not spending enough, of not getting enough. Hence, the shopping, the 

stressing, the planning, the buying. If that’s all that Advent means, then we’re doing it wrong. 

 

But Advent encourages us not to waste our time or our energy … not to waste our lives … And 

so Advent invites us not to be driven by our fears, but rather to stand up and take notice of 

everything that’s going on around us … and to look for the signs of something more. 

 

A woman named Debie Thomas offers a reflection on all this. This is part of what she says: 

I didn't grow up observing Advent … the holiday lineup I remember went 

straight from Thanksgiving turkeys and pumpkin pies to Christmas trees and 

"Jingle Bells” — one consumer feeding frenzy pressing hard into the next.   

But as I’ve moved deeper into the liturgical tradition, I have come to love the 

holy season we’re now entering.   

I love that the Church begins its new year when the days are still getting 

darker.  I love that the season rejects shallow sentimentality and false cheer.   

And I love that the Gospel gets us started this week with images — not of 

swaddling clothes, twinkly stars, and fleecy lambs — but of the world as it really 

is, here and now.  Gorgeous, fragile, and falling apart. 

 

And then she goes on to describe some of Advent’s invitations: 

1. The invitation to tell the truth.  Advent is a brutally candid season. In Advent, 

we are invited to describe life “on earth as it is," and not as we mistakenly 

assume our religion requires us to render it … Advent reminds us that we are 

not called to an escapist, denial-based piety. We are called to dwell courageously 

in the truth.  

2. The invitation to yearn.  Advent is the season when longing makes sense. 

When it’s okay to say we are hungry, thirsty, lonely, empty, unfinished, or 

unhoused … We sit in exile, longing for home. We sit with aching, empty arms, 

waiting to cradle a life that’s still unformed, still hidden, still in process. In 

Advent, our desire for God strains towards God's desire for us.   
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3. The invitation to wait.  During Advent, we live with quiet anticipation in the 

"not yet." This is no easy task in the modern world … Advent reminds us that 

necessary things — things worth waiting for — happen in the dark. Next 

spring’s seeds break open in the dark winter soil. God’s Spirit hovers over dark 

water, preparing to create worlds. The child we wait for grows in the deep 

darkness of the womb.  

4. The invitation to notice.  To attend. To look. “Look at the fig tree,” Jesus says. 

"Look at all the trees." Be attentive to the details. Don’t theologize, don’t revel in 

abstraction … Look at the sprouting leaves. Notice the changing sky. Attend to 

the mighty movements of the oceans — and the tiny movements of your soul 

and spirit. The God who shows up in a teenager’s womb might show up 

anywhere. Pay attention. ii 

 

And if we can accept any of these invitations, even in the midst of shopping and stressing and 

planning and buying, the maybe we can do Advent correctly this year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

i “Advent in Two Minutes” @ http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S02KOlw7dlA#t=28.  

ii Debie Thomas @ https://www.journeywithjesus.net/lectionary-essays/current-essay (posted 25 November 2018).  
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