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The holy gospel according to Luke.
[Jesus said:] 25“There will be signs in the sun, the moon, and the stars, and on the earth
distress among nations confused by the roaring of the sea and the waves. 26People will faint
from fear and foreboding of what is coming upon the world, for the powers of the heavens
will be shaken. 27Then they will see ‘the Son of Man coming in a cloud’ with power and
great glory. 28Now when these things begin to take place, stand up and raise your heads,
because your redemption is drawing near.”
29
Then he told them a parable: “Look at the fig tree and all the trees; 30as soon as they
sprout leaves you can see for yourselves and know that summer is already near. 31So also,
when you see these things taking place, you know that the kingdom of God is near. 32Truly I
tell you, this generation will not pass away until all things have taken place. 33Heaven and
earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.
The gospel of the Lord.

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.
Welcome to Advent – the season of endings and beginnings. It is a time when the cold sets in.
The vegetation that sustains us dies away. The light fades and the nights grow longer, -- All of
them pointing at endings: the end of life, the end of earth, the gathering of shadows. Today, as
the bleakness of winter envelops us, we the faithful gather to light candles and to speak of an
adventus: a coming. We speak of one who has come before and who will come to bring a new
beginning.
As we begin our advent season of watching and waiting for this one who comes, I’d like to turn
to the master of waiting – the painted turtle. Yes, the painted turtle – it is one of God’s amazing
creatures. You’ve seen them basking in the sunshine by a pond
or lake during the summer. But it is when winter comes that
they become our teachers.
As the cold sets in, and the world freezes over, the turtle finds its
way to the bottom of the pond where she buries herself. Her
metabolism slows, she doesn’t eat. She barely breathes. She
never moves. Her only work is to wait. Through thousands of
years of evolution God has taught her to remain in her stillness. Month after month, October
through March, she waits.

As the winter lengthens, there is no more oxygen in the water. She stops breathing. And still
she waits. Lactic acid builds up in her muscles, and they burn with pain. But it is not yet time,
so in stillness, she waits. Her body chemistry changes. Calcium from her shell is leached out to
counter the acids in her blood. She is dissolving. But she still waits in trust that someday, the
days will lengthen, and the warmth will come. Waits in faith that she will see the signs that
spring is coming. She knows, deep in her being, that something beyond herself will come and
bring a new beginning.
Advent, adventus, a coming. As cold sets in, as the light dims, we in the church also wait for a
sign that something beyond us will come and bring a new
beginning in our time. We light our candles, and we wait, we
watch, and we hope.
We wait. Now for years the church has fought to celebrate
Advent and not ooze too quickly into Christmas. We sing Advent
hymns and not Christmas carols. We dress the church in blue
and not red and green and trees. We have to work hard to wait
for Christmas. But Advent vs Christmas is a false dichotomy. We’re not spending this season
waiting for Christmas. We’re waiting for Christ. We are learning to wait and watch for Christ
who will come and make things new. Like the painted turtle, we know we must wait for the
right time. But we also know that things happen in the waiting.
Things happen in the waiting. Think of it this way. You are baking a birthday cake. You mix the
flour and sugar and eggs and put it into the oven. Do you pull it
out after 10 minutes because you don’t want to wait? Of course
not – you’d be eating it with a spoon. Things happen in the
waiting. Or what about the birth of a child. I can’t imagine any
parent saying. I hope my child is born two months early. I’m
tired of waiting. Even with an aching back and swollen ankles, a
mother knows that she has to wait – because things are
happening in the waiting. The brain and lungs are still
developing. It is not yet the right time.
God comes at the right time. Think back over the history of faith -Abraham and Sarah waited 50 years for God to bring them a child. It
took God generations to free the slaves in Egypt. Israel was in exile
for 70 years while God prepared the way. It took a millennia of
longing, then 9 months more for the incarnation. Sometimes it feels
like God takes forever —But things are happening in the waiting.
In Advent we ask, what is happening in our waiting? What might
God be doing in our world even now to bring us into a new day? Waiting is not an empty,

useless time. It is a time for watching for signs of what God is doing and how we might help
bring it about.
“There will be signs, says Jesus, in the sun, the moon, and the stars,
and on the earth distress among nations confused by the roaring of
the sea and the waves. People will be (lit.) breathless from fear and
foreboding of what is coming upon the world, for the powers of the
heavens will be shaken.
What are we to do when crisis is upon us, and the powers of this
world and all the heavens are failing? What do we do with
pandemic and violence and… So. Much. Fear. “Watch,” says Jesus,
“for the Son of Man will come in a cloud.” – which is Bible-speak
for “The Son of Man will come in a mysterious and hidden way.”
God will come in a way you aren’t expecting, so look for the signs.
Look, he says, in the midst of the crisis and fear, look for the signs.
Like seeing a fig tree blossoming, you will see signs of Christ
working among us.
And what are the signs of Christ’s
presence among us? What are the signs? They are what have
always been. St. Paul describes them as “love, joy, peace, patience,
kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control” (Gal.
5:22-23): the results or fruit of the Spirit’s work among us. Jesus
describes it this way: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the
lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, the poor
have good news brought to them. (Luke 7:22). We can see those things
happening. We can be those things happening.
In the midst of the heavens falling and the people breathless from fear, “Stand up and lift up
your heads” says Jesus. Look for the signs of the Spirit’s work among you. Be the signs of the
Spirit’s presence. Get involved in bringing good things into this world. Be a part of what God is
doing in the waiting. Be a part of God bringing in the future. A new day is near. And even now,
it is coming.
In the midst of shadows that are more than winter – in an everchanging pandemic, in rapid
social change, in an age of anger and violence, wait and watch and hope in the signs that God is
coming. Like the painted turtle, something deep within us calls us to trust that at the right
time, God who is with us will bring about the birth of a new day. Amen.

