
The Lessons Appointed for Use on the

First Sunday of Advent

Year A

RCL

Romans 13:11-14
Psalm 122
Matthew 24:36-44

Almighty God, give us grace to cast away the works 

of darkness, and put on the armor of light, now in the 

time of this mortal life in which your Son Jesus Christ 

came to visit us in great humility; that in the last day, 

when he shall come again in his glorious majesty to 

judge both the living and the dead, we may rise to the 

life immortal; through him who lives and reigns with 

you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever.

Amen.
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Psalm 122 Page 779, BCP

Laetatus sum

1 I was glad when they said to me, 
“Let us go to the house of the LORD.”
2 Now our feet are standing 
within your gates, O Jerusalem.
3 Jerusalem is built as a city 
that is at unity with itself;
4 To which the tribes go up,
the tribes of the LORD, 
the assembly of Israel,
to praise the Name of the LORD.
5 For there are the thrones of judgment, 
the thrones of the house of David.
6 Pray for the peace of Jerusalem: 
“May they prosper who love you.
7 Peace be within your walls 
and quietness within your towers.
8 For my brethren and companions' sake, 
I pray for your prosperity.
9 Because of the house of the LORD our God, 
I will seek to do you good.”
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Romans 13:11-14

You know what time it is, how it is now the moment 

for you to wake from sleep. For salvation is nearer to us

now than when we became believers; the night is far 

gone, the day is near. Let us then lay aside the works of 

darkness and put on the armor of light; let us live hon-

orably as in the day, not in reveling and drunkenness, 

not in debauchery and licentiousness, not in quarreling 

and jealousy. Instead, put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and 

make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires.
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Matthew 24:36-44

Jesus said to the disciples, “But about that day and 

hour no one knows, neither the angels of heaven, nor 

the Son, but only the Father. For as the days of Noah 

were, so will be the coming of the Son of Man. For as 

in those 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 wom-

en 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
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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 unexpected hour.”
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SERMON

And so, it begins. Today marks the first Sunday in Ad-

vent. We are at the very beginning of the church's eccle-

siastical year, the period in which we prepare ourselves 

for the birth of our Lord. All through the year, we fol-

low Jesus through His time on earth, and it all starts 

here, the first Sunday in Advent. On this first Sunday of 

Advent, we begin the story we exist to tell. In Advent 

we prepare for two events: a celebration of the birth of 

our Lord, certainly, but also preparation for His second 

coming. When we share Communion and recite “Christ 

has died. Christ has risen. Christ will come again,” we 

are reciting a mystery beyond human understanding, 

something that we know, but fail to understand. One of 

my mentors, the late Brother Kit Hathorn, was a Cajun 

Baptist preacher from Minden, Louisiana. Brother Kit 

often said, “I don’t understand half of what I know 
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about that.” Brother Kit had a way with finding exactly 

the right words. In Advent, we begin again to approach 

this great mystery.

Of course, the secular aspects of the season make that 

doubly tough. The Christmas season is such a big deal 

in our country that when I was a child, my Jewish 

neighbors, Kathy’s cousins, who couldn't very well 

have had a Christmas tree, had a “Hanukkah Bush” in-

stead. 

If we are to approach this mystery as Christians, we’re

going to have to be courageous enough to set aside the 

secular aspects of the holiday, the tinsel and the green-

ery, everything, in fact, that we really love about Christ-

mas because the church teaches that Advent is a time of 

repentance and reflection in preparation for the coming 

of the Lord. During this time we are admonished to pre-

pare ourselves worthily to celebrate the anniversary of 
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the Lord's coming into the world as the incarnate God 

of love. Today, that aspect is rarely emphasized amid 

the joy and bustle of the “happiest time of the year.” 

Christmas in our time is like delivering a sermon at Dis-

neyland. However well written the sermon, Mickey and

Minnie are making an appearance just to the left, there’s

an animal show in Frontierland and the game is on the 

Jumbotron. Our excitement over the coming holiday, 

the commercial aspects of it and our family traditions, 

all have swamped our time of reflection! Nothing 

wrong with joy – but it’s only half the story.

Before we get all tied up in the holiday shopping, 

then, I want us to focus on two questions: why do we 

celebrate the birth of Jesus, and why are repentance and

reflection the more proper response to His birth than are

the parties and gifts? This is not going to be easy! The 

hardest things to look at attentively are the things we 
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have always done –  the things that fill out the sentence,

“For me, it wouldn’t be Christmas without ….” 

The guru of a Buddhist monastery had a cat, and the

cat,  like  most  cats,  amused  herself  by  rubbing  up

against people who were sitting quietly in prayer. To re-

duce the distraction, the guru had the cat tied up during

prayers.

Time passed, and the cat died. Another cat was ob-

tained and similarly tied up. More time passed and the 

guru died. His successor and his successors to follow all

had cats which were tied up during prayer time. Gener-

ations later, scholarly texts were written by monks on 

the necessity of tying up a cat during prayer. That’s the 

way we get with things we’ve done all our lives. Our 

traditions become better-loved than our devotions. 

Christmas is one of those things, and it is very hard to 

separate ourselves from the customs of a lifetime and 
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ask deeper questions.

The first question, then, is “Why do we celebrate the 

birth of Jesus?”

The answer is, “Because our God is a surprising God. 

We celebrate the birth of Jesus to reconnect ourselves 

with that sense of surprise.” The people of His time had

many different understandings of just who the Messiah 

would be. Most of those understandings had to do with 

a figure who would exercise great power and restore the

world to a preferred way of being. None of those under-

standings had anything to do with the birth of an im-

poverished, powerless baby. Into a world besotted with 

notions of violence, power, soldiers and crosses came a 

powerless baby, whose passing would not crush a 

bruised reed or put out a flickering candle.

Why should we celebrate such an event as that? 

Would it not be more celebration-worthy had God come
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with legions of angels to smite those who would draw 

the world from its true ruler? This baby would show us 

how to live as a son of God, then would fall beneath the

tide of the world’s resentment over such audacity only 

to rise again, a victor. We celebrate the birth of this 

child because His coming shows us that it is possible, in

the here and now, right here where we live, to live in 

the Kingdom, and that surprises us. His coming shows 

us that God’s design for us does not involve violence, 

power, soldiers or crosses and that astonishes us. As we 

enter Advent, can we manage to walk in God’s garden 

in such peace that our passing would not break a 

bruised reed? Only then can we approach the other 

great preparation of Advent – Christ’s second coming. 

Why does the church teach that Advent is a time of re-

flection and repentance to prepare us for Christ’s 

return? The answer here, of course, is that it ain’t over 
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until it’s over. Our story didn’t end with the Resurrec-

tion. That is sometimes hard for us to understand. We 

prefer to think we have this world figured out. The 

twenty-first century is shaping up to be the century 

where everyone thinks they know everything, but often 

fail to understand anything, just as Brother Kit said. 

Confucius warned, “He who knows not, and knows not 

that he knows not, is a fool - shun him.” We live in a 

time of fools. Our time in history knows an awful lot, 

but understands so little that it frightens me. We don’t 

understand half of what we know about how to live to-

gether and as a consequence we seem to imagine that 

the best we can do is to huddle in terrified groups and 

snarl at the neighbors. What foolishness!

If it were only a question of you and I blowing our-

selves up, that would be bad enough. It is not. We’re 

likely to blow everybody up. Christ has died. Christ has
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risen. Christ will come again. What will he find? Ad-

vent is the time we remind ourselves that the story we 

exist to tell, the story of God taking on flesh and living 

with us to instruct us, then dying and rising doesn’t end 

with the Resurrection. There is more to come, and we 

are responsible for preparing for it. It is what we exist 

for, and it matters if we get it right or not.

And so, it begins again, the ecclesiastical year, our 

year of living dangerously. Our attention is likely turned

to preparation for the Christmas season, toward children

and grandchildren, toward family and feasts. It is a 

blessing to have so much, but somewhere, behind the 

tinsel and greenery, the church offers a prayer as well, 

our prayer of confession today.

 God, we are ready now. We want peace now.
We long to receive the Prince of Peace in our 
world today. But don’t delay too long, Holy 
One, for soon we’ll be busy with parties, and 
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decorating, and baking, and shopping. Our 
lives are crammed so full, we find it hard to 
calendar you in; we find it hard to locate the 
time to welcome the Light of the World. We 
need your help, O God. Teach us to set aside 
our party wardrobes, and clothe ourselves in
Jesus Christ. Guide us into true readiness, 
even though we do not know the date and 
time, when true peace will reign. Wake us 
up; shake off the cobwebs of our complacen-
cy; and take us with you on the path up your
holy mountain. Plant your peace within us, 
so that each day, each moment,we may be 
ready for the harvest of your love. Amen.

If we pay attention to this prayer, we cannot help but 

be struck by how much we have turned to the things we

love at the expense of Him who loves us. Yes, this is a 

time for family. Yes, it is the time for spoiling certain 

granddaughters before handing them back to their par-

ents to deal with the results of that spoiling. Yes it is a 

time of great joy, but it is also a time to be aware, inten-
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tionally aware, that Christ has died. Christ has risen. 

Christ will come again.

And so, it begins. Will this be the year when Christ re-

turns? There is no way of knowing.

Jesus said to the disciples, “But about that
day and hour no one knows, neither the an-
gels of heaven, nor the Son, but only the Fa-
ther. For as the days of Noah were, so will be
the  coming  of  the  Son  of  Man.  For as  in
those days before the flood they were eating
and drinking, marrying and giving in mar-
riage,  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. 

Those who would tell you otherwise are saying they 

are smarter than Jesus. I don’t buy it. 

If Christ returns this year, what will He find? Will He 

find his church and His people attendant or distracted? 

Awake or asleep?
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Keep awake therefore, for you do not know
on what day your Lord is coming. But un-
derstand 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 unexpected
hour.

AMEN. 
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BENEDICTION

Paul wrote to the church at Rome with this advice:

You know what time it is, how it is now the
moment for you to wake from sleep. For sal-
vation is nearer to us now than when we be-
came believers; the night is far gone, the day
is near. Let us then lay aside the works of
darkness and put on the armor of light; let
us live honorably as in the day, not in revel-
ing and drunkenness, not in debauchery and
licentiousness,  not  in  quarreling  and  jeal-
ousy. Instead, put on the Lord Jesus Christ,
and make no provision for the flesh, to grat-
ify its desires.

The Lord bless you and keep you; 
the Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious to you; 
the Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace. 

Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Church of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.
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