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You Belong
B Advent 1--Mark 13:24-37


	An acting teacher of mine in college once told a story about a play she was in that opened with a surprising and terrible revelation.  She and a bunch of other characters were onstage, and some other character came into the room to deliver this tragic piece of news.  Most nights this character rushed in, with huge, hysterical energy, and shouted what had happened, at which point the others cried out or groaned in response.  Then one night, after the play had been running for a number of weeks, the messenger pushed through the door and delivered his opening line in a somber, hushed tone.  The other actors responded accordingly, reacting with a more quiet intensity than usual--all except for one, who was on autopilot.  In one of those moments that you spend the rest of your life wishing you could do over, he leapt up as usual, shouting out his horror in a response that was completely at odds with the tone of things onstage that night.  It was like hitting a loud, dissonant chord right in the middle of a Mozart sonata.
	Of course, this acting teacher told us this story to illustrate the importance of listening, of being present and awake and responsive to what is going on around you as a performer.  Being present and awake and responsive is also at the heart of Jesus' message in Mark today.  But what is it that we are supposed to keep awake for?  In keeping with the apocalyptic genre to which it belongs, this passage, which actually begins 24 verses earlier, details the chaos and terror of the end times.  Jesus' disciples will be persecuted and hated, nations will disintegrate into war, and there will be earthquakes and famines.  It's baffling, maybe even off-putting, to read these words, especially given the way apocalypse in our culture has become the foundation for a lot of mistaken "end-of-the-world" predictions, fairy tales about raptures and tribulations of the damned, cock-eyed Mideast foreign policy decisions, and a bestselling series of fundamentalist Christian novels.  And here we are subjected to this literature of the end times on the very first Sunday of the new church year!  Is this really how the lectioners want us to enter Advent--with a messenger running in from offstage to jerk us awake with these images of death and destruction? 
	Well the answer is yes, but the reason may take our alertness and wakefulness to discern.  As much as this may seem to be a message about avoiding chaos and hellfire, it is even more a message about belonging.  It is a message about how the seed of new joy grows from the soil of despair, and how God adopts us and abides with us, even in the very depths of our experience.  "Keep awake," Jesus says.  "From the fig tree learn its lesson" that when it puts forth leaves, even when it feels like winter, you know that summer is coming.  "Keep awake," for God appears in our lives during the dark hours--"in the evening, or at midnight, or at cockcrow, or at dawn"--and God gathers us "from the four winds, from the ends of the earth to the ends of heaven."  We belong to God.  We belong to God.  And we belong to each other, this human community which makes God's love concrete, however imperfectly, in our lives.
	What a fitting message for this season of Advent, as the days darken and we await the promised coming of Christ into the world.  And what a fitting message for this particular Sunday as we baptize Juliette and Alex Harrison.  For what are we affirming to them, and to Calesta and Chad, but "You belong"?  You belong, so come in from the chaos and isolation and find connection.  You belong, so come in from the broken relationships, the hardships and the suffering, and find new family.  In fact, because you belong, come in and bring all of that trouble with you.  We are broken too.  Let us share our suffering and our joy together.  Let us watch the sun and moon go dark and the stars fall, and let us keep awake to the tender new leaves of the fig tree in the midst of it all.  That is the message that the church sends rushing into our scene to announce, not with a loud shout but in a still, small voice, for us to listen and respond to as we can.  Keep awake, keep awake, for even in the midst of suffering there is good news: you belong.
	Amen.
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