Sermon, All Souls’, Advent Sunday 2008

Mk 13.24-37

There’s an old Private Eye cartoon—perhaps you know it—which has two vicars perusing a chart of the Ten Commandments, with one of them saying to the other “I see ‘Thou shalt not commit adultery’’s dropped to number nine”. 

I suppose that if, like me, you were incurably frivolous, you could play the same sort of game with the Nicene Creed. You could vote for your favourite clause—I think mine, if I had to choose, would be “and became incarnate of the Virgin Mary”, with “the third day he rose again” not far behind it. 
You could also vote, of course, for your least favourite clause. Now which might that be? 

No, this isn’t a sermon about “proceeding from the Father and the Son”; I’ll leave that for Trinity Sunday. Today, as you may know, is Advent Sunday, and the clause in the Creed that I was thinking of was “and will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead”.
Do we struggle with the idea of the Second Coming? As, since the time of Alan Bennett, preachers have not been allowed to say: I know I do. There are a number of things to struggle with, some of them more easily dealt with than others.
One problem is that science tells us what’s going to happen to the planet earth in the future: in nine million years or so, if I remember correctly, it’s going to drop into the expanding sun. You might say: just as science has forced us Christians to revise our views about how it all got started—unless we’re bad enough at reading the Bible to be seven-day creationists—so science has forced us to revise our views about how it’s all going to end. 
Another is that the search for the millennium has always been a futile one in the past, as Waiting for Godot reminds us, and often a religiously misleading one too. Since I’m quoting Beyond the Fringe today: you probably know their sketch about the Second Coming, in which a bunch of curiously-dressed fanatics sit around Peter Cook, their adored leader, endlessly asking him: “When will it be, this end of which you speak?” Down the long centuries, obsession with the “end times” has led people into patently crazy, cultish, authority-worshipping behaviour often enough for it to be well beyond a joke. Beyond the Fringe may have been funny, but Waco was not.

A third worry is that quite a lot of theologians think that the Early Church just got it wrong about the Second Coming. They point to the passage in St Mark that we’ve heard today as evidence of this. Doesn’t this tell us quite plainly that Jesus made a wrong prediction? Doesn’t it say quite clearly that Jesus, or at any rate the author of Mark, thought his Second Coming would happen almost immediately?
Again, we might just find the whole idea of a Second Coming inconceivable. What will it be like? How can we possibly imagine it? Will Jesus, when he returns, do press conferences, or pop up on YouTube? Don’t our minds balk at the very idea of Jesus coming back? 

But the biggest worry about the Second Coming, if you ask me, is separate from all of these. It’s a moral worry about the idea of a Second Coming. Surely the whole point about Jesus is that he was open, vulnerable, humble, peaceful. He didn’t come to us breathing threats or waving a big stick. He came to us with open arms, as one human being among many, giving us a choice about whether to accept or reject him. But the Second Coming, the way it’s often presented, can all too easily look like “The Empire Strikes Back”, or “Jesus II: The Messiah’s Revenge”. It certainly seems that even the apostles had more than a bit of this kind of idea about the Second Coming. Even by the beginning of Acts, they still haven’t got the point about what kind of king Jesus is. They ask him if he’s now going to restore the kingdom to Israel (Acts 1.6), meaning bash up the Romans and restore the régime that went down with the fall of Jerusalem in 586 BC. They’re still caught up in, essentially, a revenge fantasy, and Jesus reproaches them for it. Wouldn’t he reproach us for it too?
Well, yes, for believing in a revenge fantasy. But not for a belief in the Second Coming, because if we know anything about what Jesus taught, we know that he taught that “The Kingdom of Heaven has overtaken you”. And by this he apparently meant both that the Kingship of God was confronting humans in a new way through his own person; and also that he himself, after his resurrection and ascension, would come again at a later date, though no one could know exactly when. So Jesus himself taught the Second Coming. What are we to make of the teaching? 

Well, some of the problems about it that I listed above are bigger than others. The problem about the remote future of planet earth, for instance, seems to me a red herring. I am not dismissing the importance of environmental concern for the future of the planet when I say that the Second Coming is a teaching about what will happen some time relatively soon to humanity, not about what will happen in the very remote future to the whole solar system. 
Nor is today’s Gospel good evidence that Jesus, or the Early Church, got it wrong about the date of the Second Coming. In Mk 13.30, Jesus doesn’t say “The Second Coming will happen before this generation has passed away”; he says “All these things will happen before this generation has passed away”. All what things? The answer is: all the signs that the Second Coming might happen any time soon. Once those signs are in place, Jesus is saying, it is true that the Second Coming might happen at any moment. It isn’t necessarily true that he will come back at once: the day of the Lord, after all, comes like a thief in the night, at a time that no one can predict—not even Jesus himself (Mk 13.32). And of course, as we can now see, he didn’t come back at once. 
Again, there is quite a simple solution to the worry that the Second Coming is bound to be inconceivable, unimaginable, for us. The solution is just to agree. Of course we can’t imagine what the Second Coming will be like. That doesn’t mean it’s not going to happen. Presumably the First Coming was pretty hard to imagine too, until it actually happened. As we might have asked in about 10 BC (as Jewish scholars were asking in about 10 BC): How could Israel’s Messiah possibly come? How can there be a King of Israel who is also a suffering servant, a Son of David who is also David’s Lord, a prophet sent by God who is also—God himself? I’m not sure even now that we fully understand the answers to these questions about the First Coming. But we do know that these questions have been answered—because the Messiah did come, when Jesus was born. If those questions then about the First Coming got answered when it happened, so will our questions now about the Second Coming—when it happens.

What we can be perfectly sure of, I think, is that the Second Coming will not be the fulfilment of our or anyone else’s revenge fantasies, their dreams of vindication. Such dreams and fantasies occur, no doubt, to all of us. I’m sure that you, like me, don’t have to dig very deep in your memory before you come up with people in your past who hurt you or made you angry; people who left you longing for the day when they are conclusively shown to have been in the wrong, and you are conclusively shown to have been in the right. The Psalms are full of this feeling too: “Put my enemies to shame”, “Do not let them triumph over me”, “O God, plead my cause”. How easy it is for us to think that it is God’s job to be on our side, when actually it is our job to be on God’s side. We will never be free of acrid self-righteousness until we learn to stop thinking this way. We are told to pray “Thy kingdom come”, but like quite a few prayers, “Thy kingdom come” has an opposite: the opposite prayer is “My kingdom come”, and it is one that God has never been known to answer. Of course, our unhealthy longing for revenge is close cousin to something perfectly healthy and often completely justified—the longing for justice. All the same, the justice that God’s kingdom will bring is his justice, not ours, and if we think that the application of God’s justice in the world is likely to be uncomfortable only for our enemies, then we are deceived. 

God’s justice is different from ours; it is our idea of justice, not His, that makes us think of the Second Coming as God coming with a big stick. To understand his justice a little better, perhaps we should put the problem of the Second Coming alongside another well-known problem for believers—the problem of evil. 
The problem of evil is the problem how all these three things can be true at once: God is perfectly good; God can do anything; and evil exists. If God is perfectly good and God can do anything, then you might expect him to prevent evil from existing—but obviously he hasn’t, because evil does exist. Does that show that God is not perfectly good (in which case, of course, he can’t be God)? Or does it show that God can’t really do anything (in which case, once more, he can’t be God)? 
I don’t believe it shows either of those things. What it shows is that good and evil always occur as part of a story. Bad things do happen, but bad things can be redeemed by the use we make of them. Even the worst things imaginable can be made part of a story with a happy ending. That, in the end, is the message of the Cross. 

Now every story has a beginning, a muddle, and an end; and we’re still in the muddle. In the end, God will, as Revelation 21.4 says, wipe every tear from our eyes. In the end, there will be no suffering, however awful or tragic or apparently meaningless at the time, that will not be redeemed by being made part of the story of God’s love for humans. But we are not yet at the end of that story—not even at the end of the chapter in that story where serious evil is still a possibility. That’s why we still face the problem of evil: because there still remains evil that God has not yet made sense of by pulling it into his story—and evil that we have not yet made sense of. (For all practical purposes, the main problem of evil facing us is not who to blame for evil; it is what to do about it.)
So will the Second Coming be God coming back with a big stick? Not exactly: big sticks force the narrative, and the story of God’s love for humans is a story that, I think, will not be forced, but will develop naturally. But develop it will—we do have Jesus’ word on that: “all things work together for those who love the Lord”. God is working his purpose out, and in the end, he will not be deflected by any obstacle or opposition; for God can do anything. 

The story of Jesus’ own life shows us how to understand this idea that God can do anything. “God can do anything” does not mean that God is like Superman, faster than a speeding bullet, or like Rambo, a paradigm of violence and brute force—only bigger and stronger and scarier. Rather, “God can do anything” means that God never gives up. You can do what you like to him—mock him, ignore him, torture him, or crucify him; it won’t stop him loving you, it won’t stop him looking for a way to weave your story into the story of his care for and good-will towards everything that he has created. However we may try to block him or resist him, the Christian hope is that God’s going to go on trying to include us all in his kingdom until he has included us all in his kingdom. In short, God’s omnipotence is not his fire-power; it is his love.
That is why the best way for us to expect the Second Coming, here and now, is not for us to get weird, join the Branch Davidians, or sit on mountain-tops thumbing through the Book of Revelations. It is for us to do what Jesus does. It is to never give up looking for ways in which we can make everything around us work together towards the kingship of God: to look for ways to make it true that whatever story we find ourselves in, is a story that leads to the triumph of good over evil. For the completion of that triumph—and one day, it will be completed—is the coming of the Kingdom of God.
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