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Advent 1, 11.28.2021                                         Pastor Timothy McKenzie 

Jeremiah 33:14-16 Psalm 25:1-10; 1 Thessalonians 3:9-13; Luke 21:25-36 

“Signs of the Season” 

Grace and peace from God our Father and our Lord and Savior, Jesus the Christ. Amen. 

  The theme of the first Sunday of Advent is always about watching for the advent of the Son of 

Man, Jesus Christ. I know it sounds counter-cultural, but the real meaning of getting ready for 

Christmas is really about preparing the manger of our hearts to receive our Lord anew. Advent is 

about renewing our faith in Jesus. 

  The signs of the season are around us. One way we begin to anticipate the joy of Christmas is by 

slowly decorating the church. We light the Advent wreath and sing Advent carols, anticipating the 

coming of the light of the word. Blue paraments symbolize our hope in Christ’s coming again when 

we will share in his resurrection. As the Letter to the Hebrews (11:1) reads, “faith is the assurance 

of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” We hope in Christ, and faith is the way we 

experience God alive in our lives. Hope and faith go hand in hand during Advent. 

  As we begin another church year by placing our hope upon Jesus Christ, there has perhaps never 

been a greater need for hope in our lives. There has probably never been a time in our lives when 

we have been so divided and so afraid for the future as both people of this nation and of the world. 

The pandemic continues to hold humanity in its grip, and news of another new variant has sent fear 

again into our lives. We have many worries: will the current vaccines work against a new variant or 

not? Will we pull together as human beings for the common good, or will we continue to have 

trouble working together, fussing, fighting and feuding with one another, all while 770,000 people 

have died in the United States, and 5.2 million people have died around the world.  

  We have become so polarized that it is difficult to raise our heads, as Jesus says, toward heaven 

to see the coming of Christ Jesus. If a pandemic is not enough, we have seen the resurgence of 

racism and acts of violence against one another, reminding us that human sinfulness, like a virus, 

also continues among us. We fear for the globe, our nation, our families and our friends. The signs 

of the season are around us. 

  As I meditated on the gospel for today I was struck by its prophetic words: “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.” The nations are in distress and confusion, if not by the roaring of sea and 

waves, then by waves of division and unrest brought on by a pandemic and continuing social strife. 
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Jesus speaks truth – an eternal truth – about the earth in distress and confusion among the nations. 

The signs of the season are around us. Advent calls us to see the signs of the times and our need to 

deepen our faith in Jesus Christ our Savior. 

  Advent calls us to watch and to believe anew. Advent is a season of prayer and preparation for 

the coming of Jesus. This season reminds us that we live with two understandings of time, one of 

this world and its seasons, and the other of God’s seasons and the promise of a Savior. As the 

prophet Jeremiah writes, “The days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I will fulfill the promise 

I made to the house of Israel and the house of Judah…I will cause a righteous Branch to spring up 

for David; and he shall execute justice and righteousness in the land.” Each day we are people in 

need of the justice and righteousness of the Lord in our land. 

  The signs of the season are around us. After today’s service, the folks from Congregational Life 

will be handing out “Advent Bags” – a simple brown paper bag tied with a blue ribbon of hope. The 

bag contains a small Advent devotional book titled “Heaven and Nature Sing” published by 

Augsburg Fortress. I encourage you to keep the book on your kitchen table, on your nightstand, or 

on your desk – wherever you might be able to take a few moments each day to be encountered by 

God’s word, spending a few moments in prayer. We are offering this Advent book to you because 

we believe that preparation for Christmas begins with the preparation of our hearts as we watch and 

wait for Christ in our lives.  

  Spending time in prayer is not something we do if we have extra time; prayer is something we do 

that helps us understand the times in which we live each day. Prayer is the one activity that changes 

the way we look at the world because prayer changes us. The gospel reading continues as Jesus says, 

“People will faint from fear and foreboding of what is coming upon the world, for the powers of the 

heavens will be shaken.” Prayer is the stronghold against being overcome with fear and foreboding 

about the distress and confusion always coming upon the world.  

  On the first Sunday of Advent, the Gospel of Luke doesn’t mince words; it comes at us with 

realism and hope against the storms of life. I invite you to renew your prayer life during Advent 

with the hope of a Savior who will give meaning to your time each day. A day that begins with 

prayer is a day that will make good use of time for God and for others. 

  In today’s gospel, we realize that the gospel writers always framed Jesus’ message in the shadow 

of time and eternity. Luke continues, “Now when these things begin to take place, stand up and 

raise your heads, because your redemption is drawing near.” Jesus is talking about the cosmic and 
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eternal dimension of our lives, something that we often don’t pay enough attention to. To walk with 

Jesus is to walk in the shadow of time and eternity; wherever Jesus is there is eternal life, time in 

the dimension of eternity. Each Sunday we come with hands outstretched to the table to receive 

forgiveness and the eternal presence of Jesus Christ, a bit of eternity in our hands each Sunday. 

  What would you pay for a bit of eternity? Last week our Council president Steve Rach gave a 

Temple Talk in which he talked about a principle in business that people don’t value what is given 

for free. We tend to think that monetary price is a gauge of value and quality. However, the things 

of God are free. The eternal things of God, grace and God’s forgiveness, are free. This doesn’t 

mean that they are cheap. Grace and forgiveness are costly because they cost the life of God’s Son, 

Jesus Christ. Grace and forgiveness are costly because Jesus calls us to deny ourselves and follow 

him. This means taking hold of God’s free gift of grace. Grace is the most valuable thing in the 

world because it gives our lives meaning, direction and hope.   

  If you had to pay for forgiveness, could you afford it? If you could buy eternity on the open 

market, could you afford it? Jesus talks about eternity in today’s gospel, saying “Heaven and earth 

will pass away, but my words will not pass away.” The things of this world and all the money we 

spend on them will pass away. The signs of the season are around us. Advent helps us hope in 

grace; Advent helps us remember that we are already part of God’s eternity. Jesus says his words 

will not pass away. Jesus’ words are free and they are eternal. 

  Yet we are drowning in words; we have reached the saturation point in words. Who has time to 

even try to keep up on the never-ending news feeds, commentators and pundits endlessly spinning 

information and words. Jesus says, “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass 

away.” Two thousand years later Jesus’ words continue to inspire and free us from our captivity to 

sin and death. In two thousand years, will any of the words written by today’s politicians and 

pundits still be read? “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.” Stay 

close to Jesus because he has the words of eternal life.  

  Paul also encourages us in the reading from Thessalonians, writing, “Night and day we pray most 

earnestly that we may see you face to face…” Remember that little Advent devotional book, and 

take time for prayer. Paul writes about praying night and day. You know, for me, checking in with 

God in prayer is a bit like watching the weather forecast. It never ceases to amaze me that when I 

tell the Lord about the storms, the wind and waves that I see coming upon the world, I am reassured, 

in prayer, that with God, the weather is always clearing with fair skies ahead. Prayer reminds me 
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that with God’s grace, the warmth of God’s presence always shines upon me. Prayer calms the 

storms and gives direction across the stormy seas of this world. Take time for prayer during Advent. 

  Jesus reminds us that the signs of the season are around us. Jesus speaks about the seasons of our 

lives, saying, “Look at the fig tree and all the trees; as soon as they sprout leaves you can see…that 

summer is already near.” Whenever I read this I am reminded of a church that my wife and I served 

as missionaries in Japan. That church had a fig tree in the churchyard, and during the summer we 

always enjoyed juicy ripe figs after church as we ate lunch together. Just as we enjoy fruit in season, 

Jesus is encouraging us to anticipate the fruit of the Holy Spirit around us. The earth may be in 

distress and the nations may be confused, and yet Jesus calls us on the first Sunday of Advent to see 

that the time is always ripe to return to the Lord. 

  During Advent, St. Mark’s has many events planned: on December 5th at 5 pm a concert with 

brass, percussion and organ titled, “The Glorious Sounds of Christmas”; on December 12th at 10:30 

am a Service of Lessons and Carols; and on December 19th at 5 pm a Queen City Ringers hand bell 

concert titled “Seasons of the Heart.” Please see the bulletin or our website for details. During 

Advent, join us at St. Mark’s, renewing your hope in God’s presence in our lives and in this world. 

  The signs of the season are around us. We are a church that sings for joy, we are a church that 

serves with joy. During Advent remember that time and eternity are moving toward the goal of 

Christ Jesus. The moral arc of the universe is always bending toward the kingdom of God, toward 

Jesus Christ. There may be distress and confusion in the world, but Jesus says, “Stand up and raise 

your heads…your redemption is drawing near.”  

  The signs of the season are around us. Do you know what season it is in your life? Jesus will be 

with you in every season of your life giving you his priceless grace, which is always free. All the 

world’s words will pass away, but Jesus’ words will never pass away.  

  Watch and prepare your hearts. Be alert. The signs of Christ’s coming are around us. Jesus Christ 

is coming with words of truth, words of peace, words of grace. Look for him. Watch and stay alert. 

Amen. 


