
Sermon for Advent 1B 
Sunday, December 3, 2017 

“The Already and the Not Yet” 

Text: Mark 13:24-37 

I speak to you in the name of the one true God:  Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit.  Amen. 

Does the date Saturday, September 23 of this year ring a bell for 
anybody? Well, it was the date of our International Food Fair. Also on 
September 23, the sun was in the constellation Virgo (the Virgin) 
crowned with the twelve stars of the constellation Leo and the planet 
Jupiter (named after the supreme god in Roman mythology) was moving 
out of the womb of the constellation Virgo, 33 days after the total solar 
eclipse that occurred on August 21. (Jesus lived 33 years, remember.)  On 
or about September 23, Christian numerologist David Meade, predicted 
that the shadow planet Nebiru would smash into the earth and the world 
would end, fulfilling the Book of Revelation. He later retracted his 
prediction, obviously! Astrophysicists predict that the sun, which is about 
4½ billion years old, is halfway through its lifespan, and in another 4.5-
5 billion years, the sun’s mass will have been depleted to the point where 
the gravitational hold at its core will be overcome, and the sun will 
expand and become a red giant star, engulfing the planets Mercury, 
Venus, the Earth and the moon, and Mars, before it eventually dims to a 
tiny white dwarf star. That sounds strikingly similar to what Jesus 
described at the beginning of today’s gospel. Jesus also said that God 
knows the day or the hour. 

In the gospel lesson, Jesus spoke of signs that would predict the end 
times, and indeed Christians in the First Century believed that Jesus 
was coming right back. This message was particularly meaningful to 
Jews and the young Christian community at the time that Mark’s Gospel 
was written because they had just lived through the destruction of the 
Temple in Jerusalem in 70 AD. The loss of the temple represented a 
catastrophic loss of the center of Jewish religious, political, and economic 
life and of God’s divine presence in the world. Their world was in 
complete turmoil—again—and this apocalypse included in Mark’s Gospel 
gave people some hope for the future in the midst of tribulation that the 
Messiah would come back and reign forever. Jesus said at the end of the 
gospel lesson that only God knows when that day will be, and so far, God 
has said, “Not yet.” We are still waiting for the Messiah to return. 
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Today begins the season of Advent. It is the beginning of the new 
liturgical year in our church calendar. Advent is a time of starting over 
and moving forward at the same time.  The three-year Sunday Lectionary 
cycle advances to Year B, during which most of the gospel lessons will 
come from the Gospel according to Mark, and the two-year Daily Office 
cycle switches to Year 2. Advent is a season of anticipation for the 
celebration of God’s incarnation at Christmas in which we remember the 
glorious event that happened over 2,000 years ago.  But, at the same time, 
Advent reminds us that we are still awaiting Christ’s return to usher in 
the final manifestation of the Kingdom of God on earth. The church’s 
tradition has been to look toward the east, toward the rising sun, because 
that’s the direction from which we expect the Messiah to come. (Luke 
1:78-79, from The Song of Zechariah says, “By the tender mercy of our 
God, the dawn from on high will break upon us, to give light to those who 
sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way 
of peace.”) We mark that visually in our space. The altar has been pushed 
back to enhance our experience of waiting for Christmas and Christ’s 
return. All of us, including myself, will face east as we await the coming 
Lord. The already and not yet. 

Theologians early in the 20th Century came up with the idea of “the 
already and not yet.”  Living in the here and now and yet awaiting the 
return of Christ.  Advent reminds us that we are living in the tension of 
“the already and not yet.” But, living in the real world it seems hard to 
imagine that Christmas isn’t already here. Everywhere you go you can 
see the signs of Christmas. Many stores have been decorated for 
Christmas for several weeks! Christmas music is playing on the radio 
and along Jamaica Ave. Homes and lawns are being transformed into 
grand, sometimes over-the-top, holiday displays. (There’s even a 
decorated Christmas tree already in St. Peter’s Square in the Vatican 
City.) On Friday, before the Dinner Dance, I attended Woodhaven’s 
annual lighting of the Christmas tree across from the post office where 
they welcomed the symbols of Christmas—the Christmas mouse, the 
Christmas rabbit, Rudolph the red-nosed reindeer, and Mr. and Mrs. 
Santa Claus. I wondered, “What about Jesus? Isn’t he the main symbol 
of Christmas?” Then I remembered that whole separation of church and 
state thing. Our civic society is quick to use religion to legislate the things 
it is uncomfortable with, but will make no mention of Jesus in the 
celebration of Christmas. I get a little bent out of shape that the secular 
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world seems to forget about Advent, too.  Sometimes when I hear wishes 
of “Merry Christmas” during Advent, I want to scream back, “It’s still 
Advent!”  But then I think to myself, what they really mean is, “May you 
have a Merry Christmas,” so then I can reply back with a smile. I think 
that the commercialization of Christmas is actually offering a benefit to 
us followers of the liturgical season, because it helps remind us that we 
are living in the “already and not yet.” The Feast of the Incarnation, 
which we will celebrate in a few weeks on Christmas Day, is a reminder 
that Jesus the Christ already came to earth to live among us over two 
thousand years ago.  And we also know that Christ has not yet returned; 
we are still waiting for that day.  The “already and not yet.” 

The waiting that happens during Advent offers us another benefit. 
It offers us hope. Life isn’t easy. We do see signs and portents that suggest 
the end times:  wars, atrocities against humans and other creatures of 
God, inequalities in society and government, civil unrest. Each of us has 
struggles in our lives, too: broken relationships, addictions, aging parents, 
health problems, tight budgets, legal challenges, and so on.  Some have 
lost loved ones since last Christmas; the holidays are difficult for many 
because there are friends and family members who are no longer with us 
to share in the joy of the season. Advent recenters us because we have so 
much to hope for.  Psalm 30:6 says, “Weeping may spend the night, but 
joy comes in the morning.”  And, the psalm appointed for today offers a 
prayer of hope, “Restore us, O God of hosts; show the light of your 
countenance, and we shall be saved.”  We heard it three times. The 
waiting of Advent helps strengthen us to wait for the Lord at all times to 
make it through the struggles of life as we wait for God to move in our 
own lives. 

So as we enter the church’s new year, as we begin another Advent, 
remember that we live in the “already, and not yet.” As you enjoy the 
festive sights, sounds, smells, and tastes over the next month of the 
holiday season, do not forget that Christ was here on earth a long time 
ago to remind us that God loves us and that we should do likewise and 
love one another.  Humanity still struggles to live that out, so someday 
Christ will return to bring about the Reign of God in his Kingdom. No 
one knows when that will happen; only God knows.  But, no matter what 
card life deals to us, we have the hope of Advent that God is in control 
now and for ever. Amen. 
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