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Part of being human is to attempt to order time. We especially like to
mark off new beginnings such as a new year so that we can start over with new
hopes. In 4000 B.C. the Babylonians celebrated the new year on March 23 and
they had resolutions to go with the celebration-for example, they were to
return all borrowed hoes and spades. This way they knew that they could
plant new seeds and summer would come again. The Roman emperors set the
date on March 25 to welcome the start of spring. The early Christians,
however, considered the Roman New Year and its festivals to be pagan. They
set up their own calendar: one that would configure time by Christian history-
-moving through the seasons of Advent, Christmas, Epiphany, Lent, Easter and
Pentecost.

We begin our season of Advent, of new beginnings, in winter- the dark
time that moves toward the winter solstice. Yet the calendar cannot shake off
all the pagan symbols. The 12th century Pueblo Indians in our southwest came
from great distances and gathered in a sacred canyon for the longest night
ceremony to encourage Brother Sun not to give up and die, but to take
strength from the peoples' prayers and lengthen the days. The Vikings would
set fire to ships to help bring back the warmth of the sun. Christians saw this
upcoming solstice time as the perfect moment to speak about the God who
rules over all creation; to claim that all parts of nature are growing in the
darkness. And in our liturgy, we still use old-world elements to speak of God.
We use candle fire to light the way toward Christmas.

And can't we still get caught in the drama of the apocalyptic readings of
this morning? And can't we too feel small in face of the season's turnings and
in face of the vastness of the human story? The astronomer Neil Tyson states,
“If the events that span the 15-billion-year timeline of the universe were laid
along the length of a football field, then all of human history would span the
thickness of a blade of grass in the end zone and the denouement is the still
uncertain fate of the universe."

As this new liturgical year begins, the gospel is not gentle but plunges



us right into the question of the meaning of the cosmos. Heaven and earth
will pass away... Yes, but isn’t this a season when we can lighten up a bit and
begin to think about Christmas plans and the holly and the ivy? So why does
the church set off the season with what could appear to be such a hard
reading?

Well, there have been some apocalyptic moments in our recent history.
No matter which side we voted in our presidential debate, | think that many
of us are simply tired of the division and the incivility. Civil discourse runs
amuck, and adjectives fail to describe what we are feeling. A caustic
commentator could assume that the world is coming to an end.

But what if, despite so many bad omens, the world is not coming to an
end? What if, as some biblical scholars suggest, we are still the early
Christians, and the Second Coming is much further off than either Mark or we
can imagine?

If we assume that this Advent season is more than holiday shopping, it
would include the yearning, the holy restlessness that is part of any
regeneration or rebirth. It would include the birthing of Christianity in our own
time. What if authentic Christianity is still being born? Although Jesus'
description of the final days includes frightening signs, his basic message is one
of hope, not of fear. Jesus' return is not something to flee but an arrival to
greet the great God of all creation. The second coming is rebirthing the
memory of and teachings of Jesus in each of us.

In our Gospel, Jesus uses the example of a fig tree as the symbol for
regeneration and birth. Jewish people in antiquity used figs to speak of
judgment and restoration. The fig tree is unusual in that the fruit buds before
the leaves. When the leaves appear, summer is just around the corner and
the figs will be ripe. The expectation of Christ's birth is such a blossom. A
blossom in the dark.

And our Gospel indicates that the work of redeeming the world signaled
by the birth of Jesus is not finished. We cannot depend on an early Second
Coming to ease the sufferings of those caught up in the world's calamities.
Remember Christ is already born among us. The Second Coming is when we
say that our work is done. If Christ is not coming back tomorrow to deliver the



victims of war, famine, pestilence, and injustice, then we must be the people
the people who embody the Christ.

For me the Second Coming is not one event but a lived life of learning
to see, to be truly alive, to be awake. | believe that it is God already working
among us. The task of a Christian community is to identify movements where
creative transformation can occur and to pull up our sleeves and participate in
the process. We can’t cure the world alone, but we can send money for one
child to receive a Christmas gift in a city torn apart by storms. And, as we
know, that can be right here at Faith. Small things...Can we relate to a world
where the fig tree blossoms?

| once saw a short-lived Off-Broadway play written by Tina Howe. The
set was a cutaway of a home and outside the house frame you could see the
trees and the green growth. But as the play progressed the trees and vines
began to push through the window cracks, under the doors, and through the
roof. Now this may sound like a homeowner's nightmare, but could this
wondrous greenness and fertility also be a sign of the irrepressibility of God's
created world? The trees will blossom. And when that happens, we know that
in this season of deep darkness, summer is near. And darkness is a time where
the inner growth, inner hope, occurs.

Victor Frankl, a Holocaust survivor, talked of his hope. He describes one
day at Auschwitz:"...we were at work in a trench. The dawn was grey around
us; grey was the sky above; grey was the snow in the pale light of dawn; grey
the rags in which my fellow prisoners were clad and grey their faces. | was
again conversing silently with my dead wife, or perhaps, | was struggling to
find the reasons for my sufferings, my slow dying. In a last violent protest, the
hopelessness of imminent death, | sensed my spirit piercing through the
developing gloom. | felt it transcend that hopeless, meaningless world, and
from somewhere | heard a victorious 'yes' in the answer to my question of the
existence of an ultimate purpose.

At that moment, a light was lit in a distant farmhouse, which stood on
the horizon as if painted there, in the midst of the miserable grey of a dawning
morning in Bavaria. And the light shineth in the darkness. For hours | stood
hacking at the icy ground. The guard passed by, insulting me, and once again



| communed with my beloved. More and more | felt that she was present, that
she was with me; | had the feeling that | was able to touch her, able to stretch
out my hand and grasp hers. The feeling was very strong that she was there.
Then, at that very moment, a bird flew down silently and perched just in front
of me, on the heap of soil that | had dug up from the ditch and looked steadily
at me."

May we look at the light in the darkness as we begin Advent. May we
look for signs of hope in the deep dark of December knowing that the fig tree
will blossom. May we stay awake so that we can touch and see the hope that
greens in the stillness. We humans throughout the ages tried to order time.
And we begin anew. This season of Advent is a sweet gift: our attempt to kindle
hope. And so, we light candles.

| end with a gift of a poem by David Whyte titled, “Sweet Darkness.” |
think that David, in this poem, is talking as Jesus did about walking into the
darkness, learning that in the dark, the embryo of hope begins but we must be
awake, evenin the dark. And our time s limited. We choose to walk into time,
creating new days, new seasons.

When your eyes are tired
the world is tired also.

When your vision is gone
no part of the world can find you.

Time to go into the dark
where the night has eyes
to recognize its own.

There you can be sure
you are not beyond love.

The dark will be your womb
tonight.



The night will give you a horizon
Further than you can see.

You must learn one thing.
The world was made to be free in.

Give up all the other worlds
except the one to which you belong.

Sometimes it takes darkness and the sweet
confinement of your aloneness

to learn

anything or anyone
that does not bring you alive

is too small for you.



