From darkness into light

Isaiah 2:1-5, Matthew 24:36-44
27th November 2022

We said in our Responses ‘A new year dawns’. Well, it wasn’t a temporary loss of concentration on the part of the compilers of those words. They know, just as we do that, The New Year according to our calendars is still some 35 days away (only 35 days!) But in our Responses we were thinking of, what we call, the Church year, the liturgical year, which starts with the season of Advent, today being the first Sunday in Advent. It also starts with the introduction of a new year-length study of one of the Gospels, in this case, Matthew’s Gospel. We have lit the first candle on our lovely Advent wreath, for which we thank Norma Jenns, who prepared it for us. We have lit it for Light, remembering that with the birth of Jesus, a special light has entered the world. At this time of the year we also remember how light is becoming more and more precious in our everyday lives as the winter days are getting shorter and the hours of darkness are getting longer. We do think about light in the context of our environmental concerns too and this year in particularly we have to consider the soaring energy prices, which may affect our use of light this winter.

You see, we have many reasons to treasure and celebrate light, so we may find it surprising that, on this first Sunday in Advent, our Lectionary Gospel reading directs our attention to a darker, more unsettling aspect of our faith: the contemplation of the final things. Well, to be precise, it is the speculation about Jesus’ second coming, which in the contemporary imagination of NT times would have been a welcome event for the faithful, but a frightening, dark event for those who were not ‘awake’ and ‘ready’ for the coming of the Lord. The whole of this curious discourse comes about because the disciples are anxious about the time scale of the Kingdom’s arrival and they are questioning Jesus about it. 

 At this stage we have to remember that Matthew’s Gospel was written around the year 80 AD, some half a century after Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection.  In effect, it is more likely that, Matthew is answering the fears and anxieties of his own church, rather than that of Jesus’ disciples. These early followers of Jesus lived in the hope that Jesus would return very soon, and now after decades of delay they got worried and impatient of waiting. In a sense they were living in the darkness of fear for the future. Have they missed something? Maybe, Jesus had already returned and they were just left behind.

After 2000 years of waiting, today most Christians do not think in terms of an imminent return of Jesus. But we do know about waiting. I wonder what you are waiting for at the moment. Are you waiting for a letter? For a doctor’s appointment? For an operation? For a negative Covid test? For the arrival of some early Christmas gift orders? For some long awaited good news?

Well, my central heating broke down last Sunday – not wanting to be outdone by the Green family, you understand! So, I was forced to wait and looking back on a week in a largely cold house, I can now see how my anxiety levels fluctuated. Obviously, I was worried about the whole thing, but when I was given a definite date for a ‘phone call from the repair company, I have calmed down. When the ‘phone call has not come and another day passed, I got anxious again. Then, when the engineer arrived on the third day I was hopeful and relaxed, something would happen soon. Well, you guessed it, it didn’t. We now knew the reason for the break-down, but the faulty part needing to be replaced had to be specially ordered and that would take another couple of days. I am sure, my experience is not unique, members of our Fabric Committee here at AFC know all about this in connection with our church heating system and its recent break-down.

 Anyway, you see my point: The knowing and the not knowing. We want to know the end point of our waiting. It doesn’t change the length of time, but it makes the waiting easier, more bearable. But not knowing is truly difficult to bear. It makes us vulnerable, out of control, we feel in a limbo, when any planning becomes impossible. When we don’t see the obvious way out, well, that’s when all the possible negative scenarios go through our mind and keep us awake at night. That’s when we crave a miraculous intervention ‘from on high’. Our Biblical ancestors were also familiar with these kinds of situations, hence the birth of the so called apocalyptic literature, which appear both in the Jewish Scripture and in the New Testament. These writings were usually produced for people under persecution and their purpose was to assure the people that the God of history was in control and finally good would triumph over evil.

Looking at the Gospel passage assigned for today we are faced with just such a passage. Here the second coming of Jesus is envisaged as the Day of the Lord, when, in a miraculous, supernatural intervention some people would be taken and others left behind. According to the usual interpretation ‘being taken’ is desirable for it means being gathered up with Jesus into the Kingdom of Heaven. And ‘being left behind’ is disastrous, because it means the ’outer darkness’, although it has to be said that this particular text doesn’t say either of those things.  Yet, it is the favoured interpretation of some Christians, who have built a whole theological system around it, called the ’rapture theology’.

This is, however, only one possible interpretation and there are several other interpreters who point out that it all depends on the particular choices made in the translation of those two crucial phrases ‘being taken’ and ‘left behind’. ‘Being taken’ can also mean, taken as a prisoner in judgement, being swept away in the general violence of the final days. ‘Left behind’ can also mean forgiven, refusing to join in the violence and survive. When we try to look at the vision with this in mind, several details begin to make sense. 

The reference to the days of Noah, for example. In that story, it was the rest of the world, that was swept away, and Noah, the righteous one was the only one ‘left behind’. For members of the early churches, some experiencing persecution, ‘being taken’ was a dreaded situation, when enemies of the Roman rule were taken away under the darkness of the night, they virtually disappeared. So again, for them ‘being taken’ was the last thing they would be looking forward to. It is also the well-known method of dealing with opposition in current day authoritarian regimes, in Russia and in some South American countries and in others. 

And, of course, all this also happened to Jesus himself. He wasn’t taken and rescued in a miraculous way to escape his fate, but was left behind to face the cross. As we reflect on these two ways of visualizing the Day of the Lord, we can see how they lead their followers in different directions. If you are hoping to be taken away, out of this world, the fate of this world ceases to be your concern. Your major focus can become to ‘keeping your slate clean’ (to use an expression from one of our Life & Faith Groups). But if you follow your Lord in ‘being left behind’, then you will use every precious moment of living this life fruitfully, keeping awake and working for the

wellbeing of the world just as your Lord has done before you.

But, beyond the different interpretations of this end-of-the-world vision most tellingly there stand the facts of the whole life and teaching of Jesus. He believed in a God, who was not dividing people into categories. In fact he stood for and died for showing God’s equal love for everyone; from the well-to-do tax collectors to the crucified bandits on either side of him on Calvary.

It is not wrong to long for a better world as the prophet Isaiah does in our first reading. A world, where broken hearts are mended, where swords are turned into ploughshares, where peace and justice reign, where there is no need for refugee camps or food banks, where there is no pain or death anymore. Where our human darkness, which sometimes seems overwhelming, gives way to God’s beautiful, bright Light, we were created for. It is not wrong to pray the prayer the early Christians used so fervently inviting Jesus into their lives: Come, Lord Jesus, come! 

We may not know the date of his coming, but the waiting time should not be wasted and there are ways of preparing for it. According to Isaiah, we, along with all the nations, are also invited to move and journey towards God’s holy mountain that we may learn of God’s ways and walk in God’s paths. So we have work to do this Advent time and as we decide to journey towards the holy mountain and discover the Christ-shaped God in the Child of Bethlehem, we are invited to let go of our fears and prejudices and worries about times and seasons and courageously accept the role of being left behind to continue and complete the work of Christ. With the help of his Spirit may we be co-creators of God’s peaceable Kingdom here at Amersham, or wherever we live. Let it be so. 
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