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Happy New Year! No, my calendar doesn’t say January 1 yet. It’s a new church year, and Jesus has a warning for us—watch! Be alert! He repeats it three times, so you know he really wants us to get it.

Fr. Denny Dempsey of St. Dominic Church in Minnesota explains, “Early Christians believed Jesus’ return would take place within a few years if not months. That’s why those who joined the first Christian community at Jerusalem sold what they had and put their money in the common pot. They felt sure that Jesus would return before the money ran out. The passing time was a challenge both to their financial situation and their faith. If Jesus wasn’t returning, something which the early preaching had led them to believe, how true were the other things they had been taught about him? John Mark wrote his gospel, the first of the four to be written, as a member of Peter’s missionary team. The teaching of the return of Jesus undoubtedly was part of Peter’s preaching the message of Jesus Christ. Twenty-some years after the ascension, however, Christian leaders were wrestling with Jesus’ ‘delay.’ They thought back to any indications Jesus may have given them. What they recalled was included in passages such as today’s gospel selection.” Mark’s gospel was a reminder of Jesus’ promise to return. Two thousand years later, Christians are still waiting. What exactly are we supposed to be “watching” for?

Jesus compares this watching to servants who are waiting for their master to come home. Have you ever been at work when your boss isn’t there? It’s a whole different atmosphere, isn’t it? Employees tend to joke a little more, take a slightly longer lunch, leave 15 minutes early. Then, the boss returns, unannounced. Everyone stiffens up a little, conscious of any misdemeanors they may have committed, hoping not to get caught. That’s exactly what Jesus is talking about. Don’t mess around, and you won’t have to worry about getting caught!

Advent focuses on the coming of the Child Jesus, his first coming. The birth of Christ is the sign of hope for the world. But this Advent Gospel highlights the second coming. The warning is a scary one for many, but it’s not meant to be. The second coming is the ultimate hope for all Christians, when we will spend all eternity with the living God. Hearing this Gospel for the first Sunday of Advent reminds us that the watching and waiting that we do for the Christ Child mirrors the watching and waiting we are doing today. The hope of the world to come. When wars and hatred, hunger and hard economic times will no longer exist. But soon, or maybe in another 2000 years, HE will be here. Will you be ready?

 


