Advent Sunday Year A. 30.11.25 Isaiah 2:1-5 & Matthew 24:36-44

Double Seeing: The first and second comings of Jesus.

| wonder how you are, spiritually, on this first Sunday in Advent — the first day of the
Church’s new year.

Because we all live in the real world, | expect it hasn’t escaped your notice that our
culture is on the Christmas countdown already. Before embarking on some Scrooge-
like comments about everything being too commercialised, | am struck again by the
longing underneath the commercialism.

What is your favourite Christmas Ad. And why? Because as well as brand promotion,
often the creative minds behind these are portraying other more universal themes:
warm human connection; generosity; wonder; sharing. The John Lewis Ad. (slide)
explores masculinity as a father and son struggle to find the words to connect; in the
Lidl one for this year (slide) a character says: ‘We love Christmas so much because we
all want to make each other feel more loved’. Okay, they are still saying ‘you need to
buy our stuff’ but there are other messages going on too.

What is the deep draw that Christmas has for society? At its best it draws us because
we are hard-wired to make connections with others and to give and receive love. We
also long for justice, and we know that there’s no peace without justice. We might
think that the judgment we read of in some of the bible is tough stuff — but when the
oppressed are set free we instinctively know that this is right and we long for it.

So this morning we will look through the Christmas countdown to the message of
Advent, and see the other things that are going on for us as Christians at this time of
year. We could call it ‘double seeing’. We see the Christmas excitement building — we
often share it, but sometimes we want to resist. We can’t remove ourselves from the
culture, but we can perceive where God is in it, and what it is God is inviting us into
today.

Isaiah gives us a vision of justice and peace. In his vision, instead of
planning ways to kill each other, the nations all stream towards the
place where God is, to learn ways of peace. The famous phrase
beating their swords into ploughshares’ comes from here, the lyric
to more than one folk or protest song, and the inspiration for a
movement in the US led by Shane Claiborne, in which guns are
handed over to be made into garden tools.
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‘Study war no more’: another phrase that’s been taken up by songwriters (e.g. Joni
Mitchell). Isaiah sees a vision of humanity delivered from its obsession with
acquisition and violence into a desire for godly instruction, and peace. Instead of the
gun, the tool to till the earth and feed the hungry. How much we need that today.

The passage opens with the phrase ‘in days to come’ (slide). Is Isaiah writing about a
future time that will come to pass in this age, or is he seeing a vision of a different age,
the Messianic age where justice and peace will reign after Christ comes to judge the
human race? It is difficult to tell.

Often visions of the prophets involve ‘double seeing’: they see the message that the
people need then and there, but it has a future echo too. So we heard a couple of
weeks ago Jesus warning that the Temple would be taken apart stone by stone. This
happened in AD70 with the sack of Jerusalem. But in that vision he also seems to be
hinting at the end of the world — something cataclysmic that will usher in a new
golden age.

It's the same here with the Isaiah passage. At the time of writing (about 700 years
before Christ) God’s people were caught up in wars against Assyria, and maybe this
one vision helped them hold out hope that there would be an end to that particular
oppression. It was probably a much-needed reminder that though the present looked
grim, God was still working his purposes out ‘as year succeeds to year’, as the hymn
puts it. But it also seems to point to an unknown future where Israel will fulfil her
original calling to point the nations to the one true God. We don’t see this currently —
quite the opposite, in fact.

One thing we do know, however, is that Jesus also taught his
= disciples about the end of the world. At this time of year,
ministers in the more liturgical churches would traditionally
e preach on the four great themes of Advent: heaven, hell,
l death and judgment. And today some of us attempt to do

| this still — whilst also contending with Black Friday, life-size
inflatable Santas (slide) and one thousand different
& Christmas ads for perfume. It’s an odd combination. Another
form of double seeing, if you like.

The gospel also began with a time-related phrase: “’But about that day and hour, no
one knows™’. If only the Father knows the exact details, and not even the angels or the
Son, we do well not to speculate.
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But maybe overspeculation is not exactly our problem in the liberal West. Maybe we
are instead apathetic about Jesus coming back as Judge — despite saying in the Creed
that this is what we believe (slide). In the gospel Jesus talks about not knowing and
knowing. We don’t know when he will come back as Judge. However, we do know that
it will happen one day. It will be like the days of Noah — again that time phrase: the
days of Noah. ‘In those days’, ‘in that day’ — we can be sure that when we see those
sorts of phrases, something apocalyptic is being hinted at.

A brief aside about the meaning of the word: ‘apocalyptic’. We take it to mean about
the end of the world, or ‘the end times’ (which could be taken to mean the time
between Jesus’s ascension and his return in glory). But the word means ‘uncovering’.
Which might be a good place to pause. As we look at the news, at the church at our
own lives, what is being uncovered? Something to ponder in our individual prayer
time maybe...

In the days of Noah, the warring humans had no inkling of what was about to befall
them, until the flood came and washed them all away, bar Noah and his family who
were saved through the ark. They were just human beings going about their daily life
perfectly normally, whilst disregarding God completely. Which seems like quite a good
description of this time of year!

Sticking with the image of the flood, Jesus compares his Second Coming — his second
Advent — to the suddenness of the destruction that came via the flood. And we are
sadly all too familiar with flooding, even in the UK. As Selena pointed out last Sunday
in her interview, flooding is the major cataclysmic event of the UK; we don’t have
tornados, earthquakes or volcanoes, or famines. But we are familiar with the image of
a flood that sweeps all before it (slide).

After bringing the image of the flood to bear, Jesus talks about his Second Coming as
being a time when a kind of sifting of humanity occurs (perhaps things are
‘uncovered...’) Again, it’s difficult to imagine quite how what he says will come to pass,
but somehow, ‘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.” Is this
the end of the world, or something more local? I've always taken it to mean Jesus is
talking about the very end — | was even briefly as a teenager caught up in the US
Christian phenomenon of imagining the horror of being ‘left behind’.... (slide).

Jesus ends this discourse on the Second Coming with a final memorable image: that of
a thief in the night. (Again, cue a slew of novels, songs and movies exploring this to
the nth degree (slide). ’If the owner of the house had known in what part of the night
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the thief was coming, he would have stayed awake and would not have let his house
be broken into”’. Jesus as a thief? It is a very arresting, even uncomfortable image. But
perhaps we can’t push the metaphor too far.

The message at Advent is this: Stay awake! Be ready! Walk in the light!

How are you, spiritually, this Advent Sunday? Are you seeing through the Christmas
rush to Advent themes of heaven, hell, death and judgment? Are you seeing into the
culture and finding a deep human longing for connection, for love, for justice, for
truth? This Advent may we see afresh the coming of Christ as a babe, and mindfully
anticipate his coming again as bringer of justice, as wise and longed-for judge. And
may we be found ready.

Amen.



