1st Sunday of Advent
Sermon 11.29.10

Scripture:
Isaiah 2:1-5


Matthew 24:36-44
So, we begin again the adventure that is the church year—which begins with this season, Advent.  This is no mere semantic coincidence.  It’s indicative of something: this whole thing is to be an adventure—an undertaking important, exciting, dangerous; an arrival important, exciting, dangerous.  And whether it’s our arrival to God as Isaiah imagines it, or Christ’s arrival to us as Matthew seems to warn of: either way, strap yourselves in because something is about to happen.
This is laughable to a certain way of thinking of it.  It has, after all, been said that the mainline church is literally dying of boredom.  The mainline church is dying: the mainline church is boring: there may be a causal link here—or a feedback loop.  And one thing an adventure is not is boring.  

I would know because Action/Adventure is one my favorite movie genres.  I’ve swung with Spider-Man.  I’ve fought alongside Jason Bourne.  I was there when the man who knew too much learned what he knew, and the trials of the Marathon Man, whom I’ve run beside, still move me to dread my bi-annual trip to the dentist.  
Well, of course, there are those who’ve tried to spin the story of God-with-us so it conforms to this genre.  I’m thinking of the pop fiction writers Jenkins and LeHaye of the Left Behind series—these books that have sold in the millions.  From what I know (not having read them), these are constructed of cherry-picked passages and images from Scripture, shaped into a story that imagines Christ as someone Bruce Willis could play.  Unmoored from ambiguity, unleashed from complexity and complication, these stories pit righteous guys against evil guys, to fight, violently to fight; and ultimately have it so the righteous are saved, taken up, while everyone else is (say it with me) left behind.  
Yes, it’s that time of year again—for mainline preachers everywhere, facing down apocalyptic readings as served up by the lectionary, to pooh-pooh these books.  As if out of some loyalty to the boring old church and the boring way we imagine God, as if out of allegiance to inert worship and staid sermonizing on the things of ultimate concern, we turn our heady heads from such debased theological thinking and hope everyone else will as well.  Even I, who loves a thrill ride every once in a while, say as much: “Well, let’s not get carried away.”  

But then speaks Jesus:  “So too will be the coming of the Son of Man.”  Then speaks the one whose authority I do accept:  “Then two will be in the field; one will be taken and one will be left.  Two women will be grinding meal together; one will be taken and one will be left.  Keep awake therefore, for you do not know on what day your Lord is coming.”  And it leaves me wondering, what’s being warned of here, what’s being threatened?  

These remarks of Jesus come at the tail end of a tirade against the scribes and Pharisees—these legal scholars and religious authorities who help keep the social order.  “Hypocrites” Jesus calls them over and over again: they do not practice what they teach; they lock people out of the kingdom of heaven; they attend to the fine details of the law but ignore the weightier matters of justice, mercy and faith; they decorate the tombs of the prophets and swear that, if they’d lived at the time of the prophets, they’d not have participated in the tearing down of the prophets—and yet they glorify their tombs, which amounts to the same phenomenon but with a more acceptable face, deifying one who was once demonized and who now, conveniently put to death, is no longer a threat to the way things are.  These remarks come also toward the end of Jesus’ ministry—in Jerusalem now, in the Temple and foretelling its fall, overturning tables there where animals for sacrifice are sold, arguing with the authorities who oversee the sacrificing, ultimately of course losing to them that he becomes himself the sacrifice.  
We confess him to be the final sacrifice—the one whose self-sacrifice reveals all other sacrifice as merely the same sort of violence it promises to put off.  Sanctified killing is still killing, the cross slowly reveals to us.  Institutionalized violence is still violence, the crucified Lord would have us see.  And as the force that binds people together, this is something God means us to get past:  thou shalt not kill.  As the phenomenon that establishes social groups and builds up nations, this is something the gospel would undo before our eyes, unravel beneath our feet.  Of this unveiling, Catholic theologian Gil Bailie writes, “We moderns have begun to notice the similarity between the wretched violence from which the world must be saved and the righteous violence by which it has heretofore tried to save itself.  It may be that the gradual recognition of this similarity is what finally defines what we call ‘the modern world.’”  The good news, then, is that the gospel is doing its work amidst history—stripping away the illusions that fuel the running of the world.  But the troubling news is that following the breakdown of such sacrificial mechanisms there comes a sacrificial crisis—this being a time when random violence flourishes and when what threatens is the Hobbesian war of all against all:  kill or be killed.  
It’s a scary prospect—one we’re wise to be warned about, one that does indeed threaten.  But it was all a big joke to the Joker.  I’m talking “Batman” now, more specifically “The Dark Knight,” the most recent release of the franchise under Christopher Nolan’s writing and direction.  The Joker, motivated neither by greed nor envy nor the will to power nor the urge for revenge, is someone of whom Bruce Wayne’s butler Alfred observes: “Some men just want to see the world burn.”  And though diabolical—that is, divisive; though satanic—that is, adversarial, accusatory: he’s also insightful, savvy as a serpent, so to speak.  He tells district attorney Harvey Dent, Gotham’s legal scribe for social order, “Nobody panics when the expected people get killed.  Nobody panics when things go according to plan, even if the plan is horrifying…  A gangbanger gets shot, soldiers are blown up in battle: nobody panics because it’s all part of the plan.  But [when “good” people start dying, when “innocent” people suffer], when you introduce a little anarchy, then you’ve upset the established order and everything becomes chaos.”  He tells Batman—Batman, who meant to be a savior for the terrorized people of Gotham but who has more recently recognized how evil will up the ante perhaps higher than even he is willing to take on—talking of the “good” people of Gotham, “Their morals, their code: it’s a bad joke, dropped at the first sign of trouble.  They’re only as good as the world allows them to be.  You’ll see.  I’ll show you.  When the chips are down, these civilized people, they’ll eat each other alive.  See, I’m not a monster.  I’m just ahead of the curve.”  In his own words, this Joker is nothing but “an agent of chaos.”
Chaos: it’s said this is the quality that God’s creating in the beginning subdued.  That darkened deep, that unformed void: when, in the beginning, God created* the heavens and the earth, it’s said God did so to impose some order onto a roiling chaos.  We tend to hear the creation story as creatio ex nihilo, God’s making something out of nothing, God’s creating the cosmos out of a void.  But there’s an understanding, too, that this story speaks not only of the physical world but also of the social world, the “civilized” world—that when God spoke it was to create social order out of consuming chaos.  In this same vein, it’s said the flood Noah endured and by which the rest of the world perished was a social phenomenon, a violent uprising that pulled the whole world but Noah and his family into its vortex.  Also in this same vein, the law given at Sinai was a mechanism by which such terrifying social tides might be kept at bay, a sacrificial mechanism (like any law code, religious or civil) that sorted out good punishment from bad violation.  And it’s this overarching understanding that sheds light on Jesus walking on water and calming the stormy sea: that these are perhaps more than just miracle stories told to establish (to paraphrase a punk band) just how cool Jesus was; but that these are stories meant to inspire a deeper, more radical understanding of Jesus’ self-sacrifice—that it established not a new sacrificial mechanism by which to keep social order (replacing the king’s executioner for the guillotine, as it were) but that it inspired a new way of being social creatures all together, a way marked by forgiveness, mercy, peaceful calm.  Tides of violence will rise, but we may not be taken up—though such resistance runs contrary to self-preservation.  Waters of chaos will consume, but we will have built an ark of peace to sustain us, the church—though we may take on more passengers than seems prudent.  Stormy seas of social disorder will threaten—will indeed threaten, and because of the gospel—but we might, as Noah was, be left behind, left behind with Christ to enjoy Christ’s calm.
Did you notice that?  Jesus warned not of being left behind but of being taken up.  Jesus warned of the coming day when all sacrificial mechanisms will have been revealed as sorry attempts at maintaining control, when all legality will have been revealed as a stunted attempt to establish goodness; and then there will be no safety at all, there will be no security at all; then there will be only salvation, and this through the means of walking with Christ.  There will come a great and terrible day when the gospel will have stripped away all illusions of personal protection and social control which will leave us then with only one choice—enduring the cross of self-giving love.  And there will be those who are taken up into the flood of violence—gone berserk in a war of all against all.  Yes, there will be those who leave their fields in order to join the mad fighting, who leave their making meal in order to deal in death.  There will also be those who continue their life’s work, the simple work of living—tending fields, making meals, turning swords to plows and spears to garden spades.  Yes, there will also be those who endure terror yet resist its temptation in order to live together in peace.  And we should make no mistake: these are the ones whom Jesus blesses as left behind.  In fact, the word Jesus uses that’s translated here “left” can also be translated “let go,” “left in peace,” “pardoned,” “forgiven.”  Do you see?  They got it wrong, the writers LeHaye and Jenkins—wrong by the millions.  Rapture theology is upside-down wrong.  
Remember Mrs. Emily Litella of Saturday Night Live—Gilda Radner’s character, the elderly woman who was hard of hearing?  She commented on the news, usually with indignation:  “What is all this fuss I hear about the Supreme Court decision on a ‘deaf’ penalty?  It’s terrible!  Deaf people have enough problems as it is!”  Then the anchor, usually Jane Curtin—she of the straight face, would stop her:  “Mrs. Litella, that’s death penalty.  Not deaf penalty, it’s death penalty.”  “Oh,” Mrs. Litella would then smile sweetly at the camera, “Never mind.”  “The latest talk is about making Puerto Rico a steak.  Next thing you know, they'll want a baked potato with sour cream!”  “No, Mrs. Litella, not a steak, a state.  They’re talking about making Puerto Rico a state.”  “Oh.  Never mind.”  “Beware of being left behind when Christ comes on the clouds,” these two writers say, but Jesus says, “No, beware not of being left behind but of being taken up, beware not of being left in peace but of chaos carrying you away.  Most of all, beware the blessed day when we have been made strong to endure the cross and impatient with anything less.  And we don’t know when this day will come, for, as Jesus said, it will come like a thief in the night—come to snatch away all the mechanisms by which we feel safe, come to snatch away all the means by which we feel secure; come to leave behind only the grace of God by which we might truly live, by which we all might truly live.  How nice it would be to hear them say, “Never mind.”
The height of the Joker’s reign of terror came when two boatloads of people were left stranded in a harbor.  Both boats had bombs on them; each group of people was given the detonator to the other.  One boat had inmates from the prison, the other had passengers who had been on the subway.  The Joker told them that he himself would detonate both bombs in a few minutes at midnight, unless one group detonated the other group’s bomb first.  The “bad” people knew the “good” had no reason for restraint in their regard: everyone would agree justice would have been served in their deaths—so they were tempted to bomb instead of being bombed.  The “good” people believed the “bad” had no restraint, period—so they were tempted to bomb instead of being bombed.  “You’ll see,” promised the Joker.  “I’ll show you.  When the chips are down, these civilized people, they’ll eat each other alive.”  But they didn’t.  Each boatload, by its own process, decided to throw the detonators into the still waters of the harbor before they got carried away.  And it’s just a movie, I realize.  But I do think it has something to say to us this morning because I think this is the sort of adventure the church is called to embark upon—an adventure that involves as much active resistance as it does taking action, an adventure that demands of us as much faithful waiting, hopeful watching as it does heroics, ourselves saving the day.  
And, of course, as we all know, there is much to resist these days; there is much to freak us out of our faithfulness, to tempt us to despair.  Yes, we know, for all the things there are to fear, there are as many fear-mongers intent on stirring us up.  So it’s no passive thing to keep the faith in a God who is active on behalf of what’s good; it’s no passive thing hopefully to watch for an arrival that we believe will indeed save the day, establish indeed timeless day.  And while this involves much sitting quietly—to listen, to watch, to discipline our minds to think in a radically new way, to discipline our hearts to desire something far beyond what benefits ourselves—it’s hardly boring.
Thanks be to God.
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