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36“But about that day and hour no one knows, neither the angels of heaven, nor the Son, 2! but only the Father. *” For as
the days of Noah were, so will be the coming of the Son of Man. * For as in the days before the flood they were eating and
drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, until the day Noah entered the ark, * and they knew nothing until the flood
came and swept them all away, so, too, will be the coming of the Son of Man. *° Then 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. > Keep
awake, therefore, for you do not know on what day!® your Lord is coming. * But understand this: if the owner of the
house had known in what part of the night the thief was coming, he would have stayed awake and would not have let his
house be broken into. * Therefore you also must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an hour you do not expect.
Advent begins with the unexpected. For instance, Many of our Protestant forbears would be shocked to hear us
singing ‘O Come, O Come, Emmanuel’ in our worship service today. In actuality, a good portion of them would never have
known the melody or the words. The version we know today was not arranged until the middle of the 19" century, just
over 150 years ago, by John Mason Neal, who was part of a high church Anglican movement that sought to introduce pre-
Reformation Christian texts and hymns suited to different seasons of the church year. John Mason Neale not only took
this Gregorian chant from the late 8" century, in which the monks would chant one verse over and over again each day
leading up to Christmas, but John Mason Neale also introduced carols like ‘Good King Wenceslas’ about a saint from
medieval Bohemia who saved a poor beggar’s life. He took a Gregorian chant from the 8% century, a bygone age, a chant
only known and sung in the monastic cloister, and he repurposed it a millennia later into the form we sung at we
commenced an Advent nearly two centuries after John Mason Neale walked this earth.
In a way, such a carol, such a hymn is a perfect embodiment of both Advent and our passage today from Matthew. For we
are not just here to get this house of worship and our lives prettied up for Christmas, but while this carol does help us
remember fondly the birth of our Savior, which we will commemorate in 25 days, it is also meant to strike another tone,
one more unsettling and unexpected, reminding us we are to look for, anticipate, work toward, and hope for Christ’s
second coming. Which is what our passage in Matthew is about and what it prepares us for is not predictable Christmas
with candy canes and tinsel but one in which the Savior arrives unexpectedly and not on our chosen timetable or until we
get our lives in order. But I wonder if it also portends the arrival of Christ in our lives and in the life of those he visits

whenever we pick up scripture. The disciples and John the Baptist wonder if Christ is the right kind of Messiah. The
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parable of the Good Samaritan seems to suggest that our salvation is to come, not from a priest dressed like me or a Levite
serving as a ruling elder, but it will come unexpectedly, through a Samaritan, from someone outside our tribe, outside our
native territory, someone we might not pick out of a line-up to be our chosen help in a time of trouble. It doesn’t stop
there either. Our Savior does not come for the virtuous, the righteous, the people who never miss a stitch or who have
never had to apologize for anything, but rather our Savior seems to come for people who are struggling with demons and
other kinds of mental and spiritual challenges, our Savior comes for people who are not welcome in public spaces because
they are considered unclean, sinful, and unredeemable. A prodigal son blows his inheritance in the far country on what is
unclean, sinful, and unredeemable, while his elder dutiful brother does what is right and never leaves home, and yet the
prodigal is enveloped in grace. Just like the woman at the well, who we are not even sure Jesus should be seen in public,
the more we engage this mysterious and unexpected person, the more we see our own humanity and calling in this world.

Advent reminds us that grace is not only unearned or something we can acquire through hard work and working
on our virtues, but that it comes unexpectedly. And just when we think we have Jesus figured out as always siding with
the outcast and those on the bottom rung of humanity, he welcomes himself into the home of Zaccheus, a wealthy person,
a person with means, a person who makes his fortune by collaborating with the powers and principalities, a person an
ideologically progressive only Jesus would never want to be caught dead with, but someone whose humanity was also
considered compromised, irredeemable, and grotesque by many of his fellow countrymen as well. And it is not just
Zachaeus who is welcomed into Jesus’ presence, but Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimethia, not too mention left for dead
Lazarus. [ would guess there would be no one who could not be offended by much of the company Jesus keeps and the
people he unexpectedly gathers into his orbit, bestowing humanity on all who seem to have lost it one way or another
along the way.

And in a way, it is that sense of an unexpected arrival of the Messiah, that we are once again trying to welcome
this Advent. Biblical commentator Robert Farrar Capon reminds us that if preparing for the Second Coming was just
about acquiring virtue then we could master it well under the 25 days. If it was a matter of getting the right knowledge,
then we Presbyterians would certainly be on Christ’s right and left hand. But what Advent is preparing us for is the
arrival of a a God that we are invited to wait for and prepare for in faith, not someone who will help us avoid the rocky
shoals of this world, but a ‘Savior who reigns in the midst of the rocks, who is himself the Stone of Stumbling and the

Rock of Offense, and who if we will only believe, is the Cornerstone of the new creation.™

! Robert Farrar Capon, Kingdom, Grace, & Judgment, 484-48s.



The Baptist theologian Ralph Wood offers us an illustration of the unexpected grace of an unexpected Messiah
who seems to have his heart seat on a whole lot of unexpecting humanity. He had a Methodist pastor friend who had in
the orbit of his congregation a Vietnam veteran who was suffering from bouts with post-traumatic stress disorder, and
spent most of his time self-medicating through drinking and trying to drown the memories ‘of what he saw and did in
Vietnam. ‘He had horrible day visions and terrible nightmares about children [he had a hand in killing] there, wasting
their lives with napalm and gunfire. He [was] convinced that he was going to Hell, and was haunted by the verse from
scripture ‘you shall reap what you sow.’

On Christmas Eve he went to a bar and once again got himself into a thoroughly drunken state.” Hearing that
Christ came on a cold and dark night not just for the best of humanity but for the worst of humanity as well did not
soothe him. In many ways ‘it was not the best night, but the worst night of the year for him.’ ‘In the early hours of
Christmas morning he arrived at the pastor’s home ‘not only drunk but violent, and the pastor friend tried to ‘talk him
down from his drunken fury.” At first he wouldn’t listen and then he grabbed the pastor friend by the throat and told him
that he could kill him, that killing was the one thing he knows how to do well,” and that was the only power he had over
people.” The calm pastor friend was not afraid and did not beg the violent drunk to spare his life, but responded to him in
love: ‘T am not afraid of you, and I am not afraid of you because I love you, and I love you because I know that God loves
you, and I know that God loves you for the same reason God loves me: because in Jesus Christ he has taken our sins on
himself. You will never find peace by trying to find some way of justifying what you did in Vietnam, not by calling it an
act of war, not by excusing your deeds as mere obedience to the orders of your superiors. Nor will you ever be able to
make up for what you did there. But Jesus has already made up for it.” Through his life, death, and resurrection, ‘he has
reaped what you and I have sown.’ He has lived and died for those children whose lives for whom you are responsible, and
he promises to save yours through his unexpected grace.

Wood goes on to say that he cannot report a sudden conversion happening in this person that unexpected
Christmas Eve..nor that all ended happily ever after. He concludes, ‘if he finds salvation” and peace and wholeness, ‘it will
be through the long and rocky roads that winds down from Golgotha. It is a path that will lead him straight past all

liberal do-good religion and past all conservative feel-good religion, into the unexpected grace of Jesus Christ bestowed



on him in baptism that will persist with him and follow him and sometimes disturb and disrupt him for the rest of his
life.2

O Come, O Come, Emmanuel. It is fitting that we begin Advent by singing a carol sung by monks long ago, trying
to prepare for the unexpected. It is fitting that unexpectedly someone a thousand years later dusted it off and found
something that might unexpectedly show us the way two hundred years later. It is fitting that we begin Advent by
inviting in a Savior who we know is going to love us but also disrupt us to our core, whether it be calling upon us to love
the unloveable, or welcome the unwelcome, or to see those who are invisible and unseen right in front of us. Advent
signals this promise from the coming Christ that he is unafraid to show up unexpected, whether it be on our doorstep in
the middle of the night or at the end of a long day or when we were on our way to prepare for normal Christmas. Even
then, may we drop what we are doing and follow him, and in so doing, be ourselves transformed, re-oriented, disrupted

and put back together again, by his unexpected grace. Amen.

2 Ralph Wood, A Call for a Latter-Day Reformation of the Church, a sermon preached at First Baptist Church,
Hendersonville, North Carolina, January 5, 1997.



