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Lest you thought football was the only religion in Alabama, the Business section of the 

Wednesday paper could correct that misimpression.  It was about shoppers, Black Friday 

“tailgaters,” spending near a week camped out in front of the Best Buy in Fultondale, to be 

first into the store.
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  They said they do it for fun, not the discounts, but it is all tied together.  

An adjacent article tells that officials are preparing to physically protect both retail staff and 

patrons from “large pushy crowds” and “injuries among panicked shoppers.”  My God, (and 

I mean that; it’s a prayer of supplication) it is our version of the coliseum, pitting clerks 

against voracious consumers! 

 

In the Friday paper, Rev. W. Bry Shields, pastor of St. Ignatius Catholic, asks, “Is shopping 

a sin?”
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  His answer is: not necessarily, but we have to maintain the primacy of persons over 

things, understand that both our time and treasure are gifts from God, exercise good 

stewardship in that shopping, and never forget the poor. 

 

The one consolation I take from this is that at least manic consumers are surging toward 

Advent with expectation and anticipation, but anticipation for what?  It is a strange god to 

seek.   Our epistle lesson in Romans cautions not to revel “in drunkenness, debauchery, 

licentiousness … quarreling and jealousy,” and not to gratify the desires of the flesh. I can 

think of no grander salute to the desires of the flesh and the Black Friday spectacle of 

consumerism.   Martin Luther, commenting some 500 years ago on Paul’s letter to the 

Romans, remarked that, “In this the Greeks are superior to the Germans and to the whole 

world, in that they spent so much time in reveling and drunkenness that they even fashioned 

a god for these as if this was the profitable thing to do.”
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“Instead, put on the Lord Jesus Christ,” the apostle wrote.  Advent is the beginning of the 

Christian liturgical year because it begins to tell the story of the life of Christ, which our 

scriptures and our seasons will follow for a year.  Christianity is a historical religion, it has a 

past and a future, and we mark them both with this season.  So our Advent texts remind us 

of God’s promises to Israel, and also anticipate Immanuel, “God with us”, and his return as 

Lord of Lords to this world. 

 

Having said that, this season we may live in far less anticipation than does our consumer 

culture.  Why is that? Well, in part because Paul was wrong.  In his earlier letters he thought 

Christ would return while the present generation lived. That didn’t happen.  Scholar C.H. 

Dodd notes that by the time Romans was written, even Paul’s expectations waned, and he 

wrote instead how Christians may already be living in the new age.
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  And now, for us, it has 

been 2,000 years, so if we were waiting… we may not care what Paul says.  It has been 

many centuries, too many false messiahs (including Commerce), and too little hope for a 

world that yet cries out for healing.  No wonder we’ve devised our own solutions, rather 

than waiting for Jesus to come fix it, in these days when terrorism hides in shadows, when 

financial collapse ruined many and recovery is anemic, when we sent kids to Middle School 

this year who have never known a time when our country was not at war.  On the whole, 

much like the words in many eras. The more things change the more they stay the same. 
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Why wait and anticipate.  We are already tyrannized by time; we never seem to have 

enough. Time is a valuable commodity (there’s that word again).  We carry multiple 

calendars for difference aspects of our lives.  Our children are putting in two to three hours 

every night of homework, plus trying to do sports or music or extra-curricular activities (and 

our church program has to compete in that world.  The newest pressure is the feeling we 

have to be cyber-connected 24-7 by smart phones and computers.  Time is valuable. 

 

So I understand that a preacher standing up here asking you to wait, and anticipate Christ’s 

return, borders on being ridiculous in this age.  We want to know what happens next, but 

don’t even get to know what is going to happen tomorrow, and can’t know, only God does.  

To be sure, there are Christians whose entire faith is built around their version of the Second 

Coming (and who largely ignore the present in favor of that future).  More, though, hear 

language about Christ’s return as irrelevant to life and faith, “a tale told by an idiot, full of 

sound and fury, signifying nothing.”
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There are some too glib theological answers that have been given for this, and some of them 

may even be true – “God’s time is not our time” and so forth.  There’s small consolation in 

that.  New Testament scholar Krister Stendahl said pastors misread the congregation if we 

think you’re all sitting around puzzling about the eternal life of each individual.  Christians 

are puzzling, he says, about whether life has any meaning.
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The answer from our faith is “Of course it does. We are living in God’s world and history.”  

Paul may have been wrong on his timetable, but I’m not sure he cared, by the time he wrote 

the Roman letter.  He had thought deeper and moved behind and underneath that question.  

“You know what time it is…salvation is nearer to us now than when we became believers. 

Lay aside the works of darkness, live honorably in the day…put on the Lord Jesus Christ.”  

God’s promised future shapes our present – who we are and how we are to live.  In this 

season of Advent as anticipate that future. We live in the age to come.  

 

There have been people who say that if God wins in the end (and can surely do that without 

us), has this all mapped out, we can do anything we want.  Not if we want to be people who 

are spiritually healthy, who are joyful, who live lives of value.  True, our actions don’t 

necessarily make the future, nor do they earn us salvation.  But they do give us a way to live 

fully in this world. We are called to live in a present that is filled with meaning, even though 

that meaning seems sometimes hidden, and that living can be a holy and joyous adventure.  

God’s future shines its light back into our present.   

 

Paul’s main concern in Romans 13 is not a timetable for Christ’s return, but in keeping the 

church Christian, absent the personal physical presence of Jesus.  Marcus Borg and Dominic 

Crossan suggest that, “Paul is most afraid, not that Christians will be killed but that they will 

kill, not that Rome will use violence against Christians, but that Christians will use violence 

against Rome.”
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 There is a difference between the peace of Christ and the Pax Romana. 

 

In Matthew 24, Jesus gave a long talk to his disciples who were worrying about what was 

going to happen next.  He told them a lot of scary things were going to happen before God 

gathered God’s people together. But, he told them, “About that day and hour no one knows, 

not the angels in heaven nor the Son, but only the Father.”  He told mini-parables about 

workers in the field, women grinding corn, “one will be taken, the other left,” and told them 

“keep awake; you don’t know when your Lord is coming.”   
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Understand that this passage, Matthew’s Little Apocalypse, as it is called, is not about the 

so-called Rapture, since there is no such thing. Nor is it about some ledgered accounting we 

have to give at the pearly gates.  It is about the claim God has on us in the here and now.  

Holiness breaks surprisingly into our normal, daily life.  The mundane world is where 

faithfulness happens every day. 

 

Jesus did not say, “nobody knows what’s going to happen, so don’t worry about it. Hakuna 

matata.”  He said, “nobody knows, so be ready. Always be ready for God to show up where 

you least expect it.” We have a hymn that reminds: “For all days are days of judgment, and 

the Lord is waiting still, drawing near to those who spurn him, seeking peace from 

Calvary’s hill.”  (For All Who Love and Serve Your City, #413, Presbyterian Hymnal.) 

Christ who judges the world endured the world’s judgment for our sake, so his judgment is 

never without grace.  No matter how grim the world may seem, Christ will return – again 

and again – for his people. Redemption will come. 

 

Perhaps a better modern term for the Biblical “keep awake” might be “pay attention.”  Pay 

attention – you can’t know all the places Christ is present in the world, or when you will 

need to be the one to enact Gospel-work: showing mercy, working for justice, telling Good 

News, holding out hope where the world has lost hope.  

 

As a congregation, in the coming year, we are called to live in anticipation.  Where will 

Christ take us next? What will be our next effort, our new mission? Who will be the next 

Associate Pastor?  How can we help our city and our world?  Pay attention.  God is around 

every corner. 

 

The Apostle Paul urged us to cast off the works of darkness and “put on the Lord Jesus 

Christ.”   “Put on Christ” is a reference to the baptismal robe worn by those being baptized 

in the early church – a symbolic changing of clothes because his or her life had changed. 

You put on your Jesus Coat, as it were, to re-enter the world clothed with Christ.  

Songwriter Guy Clark used such a metaphor years ago about Susannah, his now-longtime 

wife. “But the lady beside me is the one I have chosen, to walk through my life like a coat 

from the cold.”
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  For Paul, Jesus is our coat of protection in a potentially dangerous world. 

 

Even more to the point, in Advent, is for us to greet everyone we meet as if they, too were 

wearing their Jesus Coat, or better, that the person we encounter may be, him or herself, the 

Messiah for whom we are waiting, who may be for us a blessing.  Holiness is everywhere. 

Pay attention! 
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