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“God in Search of Man”

Now when these things begin to take place, stand up and raise your heads, because your redemption is drawing near. (Luke 21, verse 28)

Today is the first day of the church’s new year, and so I’m compelled to say “Happy New Year!” Advent is a word that simply means coming, but for God’s people in every generation it has meant not our coming to God, but God’s coming to us. While existing outside time, God chooses to enter our time and our history, revealing his intention for us and for the whole creation. It is in our makeup to seek God, but in Advent we celebrate that it is in God’s makeup first to seek us—again and again, as long as it takes. It is not because we make ourselves worthy, not because we try hard to be good people, not because we somehow ascend to God’s heavenly presence that God comes. God comes because God loves you. And because God loves his own creation, God freely wills to come to us right where we are, tired or grumpy, cheerful or despondent, full of hope or full of doubt, God comes. 

Without our Creator coming to us, again and again, showing us the way, reminding us who we are and what we are to be about, we would be lost, adrift, without solid ground to stand on. There are many voices, some of which creep into our minds and hearts, that tell us we are a cosmic accident—that  because our bodies degenerate and our emotions malfunction and our minds become confused that therefore we are to be discarded, thrown onto the meaningless garbage dump of humanity. In our darkest moments there’s not one of us who does not question the meaning of it all, and struggle for an answer. “Out of the depths I cry to thee, O Lord! Lord, hear my voice! Let thy ears be attentive to the voice of my supplications!” This is the cry of the Psalmist in Psalm 130, and for many of us it is our cry. 

The precious gift of this season is to allow yourself hear over and over that God has come for you in the commandments we read this morning; God has come for you in the visions from prophets like Zechariah; God has come in the person of Jesus Emmanuel, which means God with us. God comes to make his home in your heart and your life today, and God will come to make the whole Creation right again, healed from the inside out, made whole: broken bodies, broken relationships, broken nations, broken environment—God comes to save us. The One who loved you into being you, knit you together in your mother’s womb—it is this One who comes. When our hearts burn within us to know God more fully—to seek God—to see God’s kingdom come, his will to be done right now on earth as it is in heaven—this very desire exists in us because God first has come to us. Advent means GOD has come before, God comes today in your hearing and doing of the good news, and God will come again.

For Jesus, God’s kingdom was at hand: present in himself--his very person, his words and his actions; and present in the people who followed him. But God’s kingdom in its fullness was also coming at some future point. I’m going to be an end-time preacher here for a minute and give you Jesus’ end-time chronology—I hope it’s helpful:

I. Jerusalem and the Temple—the center of traditional worship—will be destroyed by the Roman armies, and we know this to be a historic reality, and a tragic one, occurring around 70 AD. But do not interpret this as the end of the world, Jesus warns. 

II. Then there will be what he called “the time of the Gentiles,” which will need to be fulfilled. This may be the Gentile mission which went out from Jerusalem and is recounted in the Book of Acts. But it’s timeline is not specific: the Apostle Paul, who had his whole life turned upside down from an experience of the risen Christ, was convinced God’s desire was to have mercy on all—every Jew and every Gentile alike. You can imagine that this task of reaching every person might take a few centuries to complete, maybe even more than twenty. So it is probable that the Christian church finds itself today still in that missionary time of bringing all the non-Jews into God’s family (which of course already includes the Jews). 

III. AFTER this time is fulfilled, there will be a time when the entire cosmos will be disturbed, radically affecting human life everywhere, and in fact affecting the whole creation. This is the time Jesus is referring to in the passage we hear this morning. It is an unspecified future time—it was unspecified for the prophets like Zechariah, Baruch, Zephaniah, Joel, Isaiah, and others; it was unspecified for the first disciples; and it is unspecified for the church today. Jesus does say that the current generation will not pass away until all things have taken place, but the language of “generation” could mean 30 years or it could mean 3000 years—it simply isn’t clear.

What is clear, Jesus says, are the signs by which people can tell the time is near: “There will be signs in the sun, the moon, and the stars, and on the earth distress among the nations confused by the roaring of the sea and of the waves. People will faint from fear and foreboding of what is coming upon the world, for the powers of the heavens will be shaken. THEN they will see ‘the Son of Man coming with power and great glory.” Jesus compares this to reading a change in nature: it is like a fig tree and other trees: as soon as you see leaves sprouting you know summer is near. Same thing here: when you see the signs he describes God’s future coming is near.

But the most important instruction is in verse 28: Jesus says not just to his close followers but to the crowd who asked when the end would come: “Now when these things begin to take place, stand up and raise your heads, because your redemption is drawing near.” In other words, the final changes in heaven and earth are not to usher in a time of terror for the faithful. Some may be fainting from fear and foreboding but not you! You stand up, you raise your head high! God comes to judge and to save.

Now here the greatest temptation is to ask the question “but what about the unfaithful, or those who believe differently by choice or simply by birth?” This is a devilish distraction, and the wrong question to be asking. Because you either feel guilty that you’re saved and others may not be—so you want to attack God’s sense of justice, or you’re anxious that maybe you’re not one of the faithful, and want to attack God’s sense of mercy. 

The point is this is a question that will not in any way lead to progress in the life of faith. What is helpful is to ask yourself: “Do I place my hope in the God who loved the world so much that He entered into all the complexities of human existence, forgave the guilty and healed the sick, a God who chose death instead of retributive violence, and a God whose life force overcame death?

Do I place my hope in God’s coming kingdom that the prophets of old foresaw, where the worth and freedom of every least human being is honored and protected; where all have enough with extra to spare; where the whole creation is at peace with one another, nations study war no more, families fight no more, individuals are free from all their fears, every tear is wiped away; where all peoples are gathered as children of one Father under the banner of the Prince of Peace. Do I hope in that vision of God’s economy?

And perhaps most importantly, “Do I make this hope known in my words and my actions toward others?” If no one’s noticing, chances are I need to get my soul in shape.

Last thought: For the last few weeks I’ve been struggling to get my head around this end-time talk that shows up in Scripture—both in the Old and New Testaments, so enough for me to take seriously. I couldn’t put my finger on what was getting in the way, but I think some clarity has come to me, and I want to share it with you. It wasn’t the fear-mongering of end-time preachers, especially in America, who want their hearers to faint from fear and foreboding,” to borrow from Jesus’ words, and who pretend they know the exact date and time of the Second Coming. And it wasn’t the advances in science, technology, and the understanding of our universe that call into question the literal image of Jesus coming on a cloud. Both of these were threats, but they weren’t the real problem. 

Where I was getting stuck was far more personal, a thorn stuck far deeper in my soul than I wanted to admit. And it has affected more than simply my belief in the end of the world. It has affected my very hope that God can make new life happen. I share it because I think it’s a common affliction of our generation—that many of us need help managing. What was getting me stuck in thinking about God’s coming was the fear of being disappointed. 

For example, if you only pray for what is obvious or irrelevant, you can expect nothing and it won’t really matter—you’re protected from being disappointed. But you miss out on so much of the goodness God intends for you. We are afraid to imagine just how much God may really love us because it’s scary how big it is, how out of our control it is, and how good it is. So we block it out and shrink it down to something very small, very controlled, and very tame. Until it looks nothing like God at all.

I’m convinced that we are afraid that the good we hope for in our heart of hearts may be too good to be true. So to avoid the pain of being disappointed we bury those hopes for what may come; we bury the expectation of great things that’s in us. We bury it under everyday needs and justify it by calling ourselves pragmatic, realistic. But they’re still there, and we know it. 

I love the help the Apostle Paul gives in his letter to the church in Rome: “Friends, you did not receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received a spirit of adoption.” You are God’s own daughter, God’s own son, allow yourself hear it and believe it. “Stand up and raise your heads, because your redemption draws near.”

This is good news! God wants to come to you now—anxious and afraid or not--and make a home in your heart and in your life. And at the world’s end God wants to come for you and for every one of God’s children. 

Together let’s cast away the works of darkness—that old curmudgeon disappointment—and put on the armor of light: the hope that God comes. Amen.

� Title borrowed from the title of the book, God in Search of Man, by Abraham Joshua Heschel
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