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Advent II, December 5, 1999 
With the Y2K computer problem and all, the end of the world seems a bit more likely to me this Advent than it has seemed for quite awhile. I am a baby boomer, and one thing that is certain about baby boomers is that we grew up associating the end of the world with the Soviet Union.

We built bomb shelters, and we had nuclear attack drills in school, and then we spent the fall of 1962 believing we were all going to be incinerated as a result of the Cuban Missile Crisis. But since I started trying to be a Christian, I have been able to get my conception of the end off of the threat of Nikita Khrushchev and onto Jesus' coming back to earth to take me to heaven.

The season of Advent is designed to help us think about the end of the world — and the end of our own lives. Advent holds up for our consideration what the church has always called "The Four Last Things" which are Death, Judgment, Heaven, and Hell.

The New Testament's teaching on these matters could not be more clear. At some unspecified time in the future Jesus is going to return to earth from his throne in heaven. Everyone who is dead will be raised up from his grave and given a new and perfected body. People who are alive when he returns will get new bodies without having to die.

Everyone will pass before Christ to be judged on the basis of his behavior in this life. The verdict on everyone will be the same, whether he is Adolf Hitler or Mother Teresa or one of the rest of us somewhere in between. The verdict is "Guilty" — guilty of the crime of sin — guilty of willfully disobeying God.

Everybody will deserve to go to Hell. No one will be awarded a ticket to heaven because of his exemplary conduct. The way to get to heaven will be to say, "I accept the verdict. I am a sinner. I am sorry about it, and Jesus died to forgive me."

The collect and epistle this morning remind us that we can accept the ideas of the end of the world and final judgment coming some time off in the future, because we can experience similar things in the present. The collect urges us to get into practice getting straight with Jesus now, so we'll know how to do it properly at the end so we can go to heaven.

The way to get straight with Jesus both now and at the end is to admit we are sinners, try to be sorry, and try to shape up — knowing that we can never possibly achieve perfection. The collect borrows St. Paul's vivid imagery, "The night is far spent, the day is at hand: let us therefore cast off the works of darkness, and let us put on the armor of light."

This morning's gospel seems to be completely out of chronological synch. We would more reasonably expect to hear about Palm Sunday in the spring just before Easter, perhaps. But the Prayer Book prescribes this reading today to show us that one of the things Jesus did on Palm Sunday was to proclaim himself the man at the end of the world.

The Old Testament prophets Malachi and Zachariah lie behind what is going on here — with a little help from King David. Zechariah says that when the end of the world comes, the Messiah will stand on the Mount of Olives — a hill overlooking Jerusalem.

Jesus ascends into heaven from the Mount of Olives, promising to come back to the same place. Jesus gives his definitive speech about the end of the world on the mount of Olives. And Jesus begins his donkey ride into Jerusalem this morning from the Mount of Olives.

The donkey is itself also a part of Zachariah's prophecy. He says that when Israel's true king comes to his capital city at the end, he will be riding on a donkey. Malachi says that at the end the Lord will come to his temple, and he will be like a refiner's fire and fuller's soap, as he comes to purify and cleanse. Jesus does all that this morning as he tosses the bird-salesmen and the money changers out of the temple.

Finally as Jesus rides into town, the people cheer him in the words of Psalm 118, saying "Hosanna to the son of David, blessed is he that cometh in the name of the Lord, Hosanna in the highest." The word "Hosanna" is less a shout of praise than it is a plea for deliverance. It means "Save us from our enemies, O son of David." The crowd in Jerusalem wanted to be delivered from the Romans, we want deliverance from sin and death.

So let us relish Advent with its deeply beautiful colors, and its sublime hymns, and its magnificent Bible lessons. It just might be our last one. And let us not forget that, Y2K meltdown or not, whenever the world does end, we need always to be prepared for Death, Judgment, Heaven, and Hell.

As Jesus tells us, "Watch ye, for ye know not when the master of the house cometh, at even, or at midnight, or at the cock-crowing, or in the morning: lest coming suddenly he find you sleeping."

The Collect: Blessed Lord, who hast caused all holy Scriptures to be written for our learning; Grant that we may in such wise hear them, read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest them, that by patience and comfort of thy holy Word, we may embrace, and ever hold fast, the blessed hope of everlasting life, which thou hast given us in our Savious Jesus Christ. Amen.

The Epistle: Romans 15: 4 - 13

The Gospel: St. Luke 21: 25 - 33
