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Jeremiah 33:14-16
Psalm 25:1-10
1 Thessalonians 3:9-13
Luke 21:25-36
 

What links the texts this week? 

On this first Sunday of Advent, our texts arrive with us in the pregnant pause as we expectantly call 
out to our Creator ahead of Their imminent arrival. We know She comes to us with her characteristic 
creative force, correcting and restoring all that was knocked out of balance. And this grand restoration 
brings intimate knowledge of our Source as They instruct our world into righteousness and liberation. 
May we accept her invitation into solidary kinship. 
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ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship 

Let us pay attention! Signs of our interconnection are everywhere.
God weaves all life together as the cosmos unfold.

The pattern in our lungs, mirrors tree branches.
The iris of a coyote’s eye is like a galaxy.

We are bodies that ebb and flow with the moon. 
We are hydrogen and oxygen, water and stars.

The Holy Spirit gives us signs!
We breathe in connection and divinity circulates through our bodies.

Opening Prayer

The word for autism in the Maori language means “their (or my) own time and space.” Living God, as fig 
trees bear fruit in their own season, soften us to make space for each other to blossom. In this season 
of Advent, may we breathe with your cosmic time, that we may not rush or force, but move towards 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing
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flourishing with determined and compassionate hope. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Author and visionary, Octavia Butler wrote, “All that you touch, you change. All that you change, changes 
you. The only lasting truth is change. God is Change.” Let us co-create the body of God by bringing our 
offerings to each other, that we might be a changed people.  

Prayer of Dedication 

Beloved, sometimes we struggle with how to meet the needs of the day while at the same time envisioning 
a tomorrow of systemic change. Discern with us how to wisely use our shared resources. We dedicate our 
offerings to the needs of today and to the dreams of the future. Amen.

Benediction

Even on days when sunlight seems thin,
may you notice signs of new life,
the kin-dom of Change at hand.
Go forth in your own time and space
trusting that God Who is Change
will bloom you in your season.

 
 
 

SERMON PREP

Questions: 

•	 What signs might you notice as evidence that a collective reorientation is necessary? What steps need 
to be taken for this transformation?

•	 What does your community speak about with the greatest urgency? Does this align with the 
congregations’ stated priorities? Does the matter warrant this amount of urgency? Could there be 
other concerns that are more deserving?

•	 How does your life’s timeline compare to what you expected it to be? What are some practices you 
can embrace in community to help release rigid chronological expectations and rest into an acceptance 
of time’s sovereignty? 
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Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Min. Candace Simpson (she/her). 

Cosmic - Are you afraid of the dark? 

It’s a common fear for children learning to sleep on their own. There are legends of things that go “bump” 
in the night. Jackets and hats look like monsters in the nighttime shadow. Trees outside our window scratch 
against our homes like claws. Every movement becomes suspicious. 

Who was that? Did you all just see that, too?

For those of us in the Northern Hemisphere, winter cometh. Along with the confusing and circadian rhythm-
disorienting Daylight Savings Time, many of us are getting more darkness. Therapists take this time to prepare 
clients for the oncoming seasonal depression. So, people stock up on Vitamin D, dig deeper into healthy 
routines, refill medications and make care plans with trusted loved ones. Longer nights mean the evening 
commute has less sunlight. And rather than tell predators to deny the temptation of robbing or harassing 
people, this is the season when mace, alarms, and self-defense classes are best marketed. 

Someone is afraid of the dark. 

We look to nature for signs, but nature is always changing. It is never the same kind of world two days in a row. 

This passage presses us to think about the signs we see in the world. Jesus himself presses us to think about 
the sun, the moon, the stars. He tells us that the nations will be in distress, confused by the “roaring of the 
sea and the waves.” This passage resonates with us because humans have always been in awe of the Earth and 
its behaviors. Even before the exponential destruction of the planet described as climate change, people have 
always been left in awe by nature. 

Where does the sun go at night? A comet! How do these animals survive winter? Wow, the ocean is so 
powerfully massive! 

Nature is pretty fascinating. Across cultures, human beings look to nature as a sign for how we might respond 
to our own dilemmas. Throughout this passage, Jesus tells people to look out for the signs, to observe the fig 
trees, to resist “dissipation and drunkenness and the worries of this life,” and to be alert so that we might “have 
the strength to escape all these things.” 

Jesus speaks with an eerie knowingness; something is about to happen and you had better “keep your lamps 
trimmed and burning.” 

An enslaved African man from Virginia named Nat Turner observed a fascinating phenomenon. He frequently 
had visions that were so vivid, he had no other explanation except to believe that they were signs from God. 
In 1831, he took the experience of a solar eclipse as a sign that he should move forward on plans for self-
liberation. He led a massive rebellion that ended the lives of many brutal slave owners and freed other enslaved 
Africans. The vision of a solar eclipse was so disorienting to his everyday life that he interpreted this moment 
as “The Moment.” 
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Of course, this was not the only time that a rebellion led by enslaved people would happen. And not every 
solar eclipse catalyzes a massive movement like this one. Which begs the question-- how do we interpret 
the signs around us? How do we know when these are signs about how we should behave and when this is 
simply just strange weather without an aim? 

Jesus tells the people, “Look at the fig tree and all the trees, as soon as they sprout leaves you can see for 
yourselves and know that summer is already near.” Even more, “heaven and earth will pass away but my 
words will not pass away.” Perhaps you can imagine the confusion on people’s faces. What does the tree 
have to do with heaven and earth passing away? Perhaps you are confused. Even Jesus’ own words seem 
to have met their expiration date, as the generation that was alive during that speech has most certainly 
passed away by now. 

We can rest in the comfort that sometimes, signs just give us an opportunity to reflect. Like a stop sign or 
a parking sign on the street, signs give us a chance to reorient ourselves. Signs are data, but they are not the 
only kinds of data. Witnessing signs and trying to interpret, even pinpoint, the return of Christ might miss 
the very point that Christ is calling us towards. He is not an Uber driver whose ETA you can predict. He 
still reminds the people near him, and us, to be on guard so that our hearts are not “weighed down.” 

Summer and winter and springtime and harvest,
Sun, moon and stars in their courses above.
Join with all nature in manifold witness,
To thy great faithfulness, mercy and love.

Structural (CW: brief mention of rape and intimate partner violence) -

Jesus’ words here are incredibly cryptic. If you have been on the receiving ends of a particular kind of 
religious trauma and abuse, the idea of “signs” and “being on watch” might actually be a trigger. These words 
have been interpreted over and over as a way of controlling people. If we can predict the end times, we can 
orient our lives around it. We can “get ready” at just the right moment. We can get our “houses in order” 
so that we are not left behind. Living in constant fear is not healthy. It highlights our collective imagination 
of God as the “cop in the sky” as Octavia Butler often argued. 

What would happen if we imagined God as someone we came home to after a long day of work, rather 
than a cop waiting to catch us speeding in traffic? How might the Faith be more gentle if that were the 
case? Might there be more room to speak to God and other humans with honesty and transparency, 
knowing that we’ll be encouraged to be the best versions of ourselves? The Left Behind series uses a 
very superficial interpretation of Christian eschatology to guilt people into a narrow set of rules about 
who can get into heaven and who will be “left behind.” The Christian faith can easily be rendered a social 
programming software in this way. Convince people that they will be left behind and you can get people to 
do (or not do) a lot. 

Except, that doesn’t tend to work. 

The logic that motivates hell and being left behind as a consequence for poor behavior is the same logic 
that motivates our obsession with incarceration and punishment. But what if, instead of being afraid of being 
left behind, we found joy in who we could be in the meanwhile? 

Mariame Kaba, director of Project Nia, helps people think about ways to manage conflict and harm in 

https://project-nia.org/
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community. Many people believe that abolition is a head-in-the-clouds dream. But Kaba argues

“Some people ask how feasible abolition is. Security is about putting up gates and walls and weapons 
between you and other people. How feasible is it to continue a violent system? For people to live in 
fear? The prison system is a recent development and not as permanent as people think. I don’t know 
what a world without prisons will look like. But it will fundamentally transform our relationship with 
other people.”

Our relationships have to change. Which means we have to find other ways to connect to one another that 
are sustainable and life-giving. It will be difficult to find life-giving dynamics as we witness the signs. After all, 
these are pretty frightening signs. 

In addition to the signs in the sun, moon, and stars, the Earth groans. Water levels are rising. Tornadoes are 
devastating locations that they never impacted before. Hurricanes are stronger and deadlier. Floods are 
completely destroying coastal cities. Droughts make water companies raise prices to raise profits. Wildfires 
are compounding the consequences of a respiratory virus. 

And even more. 

People are working more hours for less pay. Police are still finding ways to kill Black people. Rape still 
happens. Intimate partner violence is increasing because people have nowhere to be but home. College 
campuses are still charging high tuition to offer less than humane living conditions. 

The central theme of the passage is about time, urgency, and preparedness. Readers (and hearers during the 
original time in which it was written) might easily be emotionally manipulated into behaving a certain way. It 
is the language of urgency that shocks children, for example, at Christian youth events into giving their lives 
to Christ. How many of us can recount an event where we were all highly manipulated into an emotional 
experience of euphoria, only for a youth worker to get on the microphone and say, “If you got into a car 
accident after this event, you want to know that your soul is preserved. If it’s you and your friend, and only 
one of you is Christian, don’t you want to know you’ll both go to heaven? Give your life to Christ, ask him to 
come into your heart, and you’ll be saved.” 

“People will faint from fear and foreboding of what is coming upon the world, for the powers of the heavens 
will be shaken.”

These are Jesus’ own words. How do we reconcile such urgent, nearly emotionally manipulative language with 
the image of a radical and justice-seeking Christ? 

Words like these are so urgent because they do not describe the future. They describe the present. For 
thousands of years, people have been waiting for “that time” described by the hymn “It Is Well,” when the 
“trump shall resound and the Lord shall descend.”  People have been waiting on the powers of the heavens 
to be shaken. Many of us have been waiting for the end to come with great drama and fortitude. 

If it were that easy, it wouldn’t hurt to realize that the ends of our worlds are so commonplace, so mundane, 
so casual. 

Jesus speaks directly to the heart of the matter. People have been fainting. People have also been concerned 
for what is “coming upon the world.” Not only have the powers of the heavens been shaken, but entire 
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worlds have been disrupted, too. His people are people who live under the squashing of Empire. Land is 
easily seized, food is scarce, ableism forces disabled people to live in isolation and squalor. How else can one 
describe the urgency of the day without telling the truth in this way?

The reason we resonate with these eerily on-time words from many years ago is simple: There will be wars 
and rumors of wars. The very forces that put Jesus’ life (and the life of his friends) in danger are the same 
ones chasing so many of us down today. War, capitalism, corporate greed, sexism, ableism, and exploitation 
are demons that have sadly not yet been exorcised from this realm.

Of course Jesus is speaking with urgency. There is no other way to move when lives are at stake.  

Interpersonal - In this passage, Jesus reveals himself as a fiercely loving pedagogue. At least in the way 
that this passage is told, he sandwiches urgent and apocalyptic messages with a lesson from their own 
experience. The lesson of the fig tree is a break from the frightening vision that he has. He instructs them 
to “look at the fig tree.” Perhaps they look up and begin to breathe. This instruction positively distracts 
them and sends home the lesson.

This is not the first time that Jesus looks to the fig tree among his people. Just a few chapters earlier in 
Luke 13, Jesus talks about a fig tree that would not bear fruit. He says to the gardener, “This has been 
barren for three years - It’s time to cut it down! Why should I waste the soil?” The wise gardener says, “Sir, 
why don’t we give it one more year. I’ll dig around and put manure on it. If it bears fruit next year, that’s 
good, but if not, then you can cut it down.” 

Why would Jesus talk about “a fig tree and all trees” at this moment? Perhaps he was reminding his 
disciples to think of the wisdom of the fig tree. All things bear fruit in their season. It’s up to us to discern 
when we are. 

It is odd that this passage arrives to us during Advent. It almost feels like backwards storytelling. How is it 
that we start this season talking about the prophecy of “those days,” and Jesus isn’t even born yet?

Professor Audrey West, Visiting Associate Professor of New Testament at Moravian Theological Seminary 
argues exactly this point. 

“Time is not always as straightforward as it seems. From the perspective of those living in the 
Western Hemisphere, for example, “today” is already “tomorrow” on the other side of the Earth. With 
anticipation of a joyful event, time might move quite slowly. On the other hand, a dreaded end can 
arrive far too quickly. There’s never enough time or always too much. Time might feel feather-light or 
brick-heavy, depending on whether it expands one’s dreams or diminishes one’s hopes.”

Even more, “who hasn’t experienced the shifting sense of time during the global pandemic?”

Life is not linear. You may think that you’re supposed to go to school, find The One ™ , start a family, buy 
a home, become an expert in your field, and then live long enough to get your flowers. But time doesn’t 
always move like that. You can force things as much as you want, pray the right prayer, buy the right books, 
attend the right workshops and even follow the advice of the right gurus. But if there is one thing we learn 
from God stepping into history, it is that we can never anticipate where we will go. We can only do our 
reasonable part to be prepared. For thousands of years, people have lived their lives hoping that they will 
see Jesus return before they pass, and alas. 
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The pandemic has “shifted our sense of time.” Weddings that we once thought would happen, shifted. Or 
they became virtual, allowing for the literal time travel of friends and family across the globe. Funerals have 
been postponed for a distant and vague future when it is “safe to gather again.” Parties have been minimized, 
gatherings have been canceled, church has been reimagined. Certainly, there are ways to gather with 
relatively mitigated risk (which is not the same as being “completely” safe). How many of us have attempted 
to persuade someone to postpone a large event, only to be met with the haunting words of the pandemic? 

I’m just ready for this to be over with. 
How many times can I postpone this?
I’m not going to waste my life waiting for the absolute safest moment. 
I can’t live my life in fear. 

It is easy to blame these people for being ignorant, selfish, even jerks. It might even be easy to politicize 
these responses, or to associate them with a particular political project. That may be true. But underneath 
these statements are laments about the apparent loss of time. For many of us, this is our second Advent 
season in the pandemic. The longer we are in the pandemic, the further we get from the illusion of 
“normalcy.” At this point, children being born have no concept of what life was like before. 

Time is warped.

How do we manage our grief around the shifting sense of time? There are many suggestions. Experts 
recommend mediation, regular exercise, sleep, avoiding mind-altering substances, connecting with community 
and faith-based organizations, and yes, vaccines for increased peace of mind. 

Be on guard. Do not be weighed down with dissipation and drunkenness. Be alert, Christ says. Pray that you 
may have the strength to escape. These things may be easier said than done. Take courage, though, in the 
cycle of Advent.

Every year, we return to this sacred season of waiting and hoping for the not-yet. We are reminded that 
some of our most beautiful gifts come to us near the darkest hours. Christ is on his way. 
 
 

Words for inspiration: 

Listen to Borrowed Time by N’Dambi and All Cows Eat Grass 

https://soundcloud.com/alphapup/05-borrowed-time
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Portugal bans bosses texting staff after-hours

Three years in solitary confinement: An open letter from the Allegheny County Jail

New York to Stop Accepting Applications for Pandemic Rental Aid

The Many Lives of H. Rap Brown

Climate Crisis = Health Emergency: Air Pollution, Pandemics & Displacement Make the World Sick

[enfleshed doesn’t necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought 
partners]
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https://www.bbc.com/news/business-59263300
https://pinjnews.org/three-years-in-solitary-confinement-an-open-letter-from-the-allegheny-county-jail/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/11/12/nyregion/new-york-pandemic-rental-aid.html
https://time.com/6111614/h-rap-brown-jamil-al-amin/
https://www.democracynow.org/2021/11/12/climate_health_pollution_decarbonize_cop26
https://www.fishsandwichheaven.com/
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Copyright 
 
A subscription to Liturgy that Matters grants permission for one person or one faith community to use 
these materials for worship and preparation. Sharing enfleshed materials further violates the term of 
the subscription and hinders the well-being of enfleshed and its potential to serve the church in growing 
capacities.  
 
Please ensure attribution to “enfleshed” is included somewhere on your worship materials, screen, or 
verbally when enfleshed liturgies are used. If any changes are made to the liturgy, [adapted by ____] 
should be included in the attribution. No further permissions are needed to livestream worship using 
these resources. 

Email info@enfleshed.com with any further questions.
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