
The color violet  
 

Our gospel reading this morning comes from Mark.  But before we read it, just a word of context.  

The portion we are reading this morning is the end of chapter 13, a chapter sometimes known as the 

“Little Apocalypse.”  The chapter begins with Jesus and the twelve disciples in the Temple complex in 

Jerusalem.  When one of them makes a comment on the size and beauty of the Temple, Jesus 

announces that one day it will all be a pile of rubble.  The rest of the chapter is the response Jesus 

gives when one of the disciples asks when this will happen and what will be the signs to look for. 

 

[Jesus said]  

“But in those days, after that suffering, 

     the sun will be darkened, 

and the moon will not give its light, 

     and the stars will be falling from heaven, 

and the powers in the heavens will be shaken. 

Then they will see ‘the Son of Man coming in clouds’ with great power and glory. 

     Then he will send out the angels, and gather his elect from the four winds,  

from the ends of the earth to the ends of heaven. 

     From the fig tree learn its lesson: as soon as its branch becomes tender and puts forth its leaves, 

you know that summer is near. So also, when you see these things taking place, you know that he is 

near, at the very gates. Truly I tell you, this generation will not pass away until all these things have 

taken place. Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away. 

     But about that day or hour no one knows, neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the 

Father. Beware, keep alert; for you do not know when the time will come. It is like a man going on a 

journey, when he leaves home and puts his slaves in charge, each with his work, and commands the 

doorkeeper to be on the watch. Therefore, keep awake—for you do not know when the master of the 

house will come, in the evening, or at midnight, or at cockcrow, or at dawn, or else he may find you 

asleep when he comes suddenly. And what I say to you I say to all: Keep awake.” 

          Mark 13: 24-37 

 

There is a story I’ve told a couple of times in previous sermons.  It is one of my favorite 

stories. 

A mother was getting ready for the day one morning as her son was running around, asking all 

kinds of random questions, as a four- and five-year-old will do.  As he swept past the bathroom, he 

asked her, “Mommy, what did you want to be when you grow up?”  And the mother went into her 

Mr. Rogers mode (or maybe, her Ms. Rogers mode).  She said she always wanted to be a good 

mother, a good wife, a person who always did her best, a caring person who helped others.”  The 

boy stopped short in the hallway, looked up at his mother, and in all innocence asked, “So, what went 

wrong?” 

I think many of us—in one way or another—find ourselves asking that same question lately.  

Maybe not about our parents.  We are asking, “What has gone wrong with our society and culture, 

our politics and national institutions?  In more than one news article I’ve read in the past few weeks, 

someone has asked “Is this who we are now?” or, “Is this what we’ve become?” 

Or maybe you are going through what I heard a psychologist describe the other day.  He was 

describing his own feelings of un-ease and dissatisfaction and saying that it is certainly related to the 



pandemic and the political environment, but it was more about something missing, something that 

even he was struggling to identify and pin down and give a name to. 

We seem to bounce back and forth between feeling isolated and disconnected on the one 

hand and overloaded and exhausted on the other hand.  Someone has said that it’s like our lives have 

been put on “pause” and we are waiting to hit the “play,” button.  

I think we can all agree that not only has something gone wrong, but there is something 

missing in our world.  Something that goes beyond just being able to sit in a restaurant or a library or 

a sports stadium and be surrounded by other people.  Something that all the zoom meetings and 

binge-watching and podcasts and webinars fail to satisfy.  Something that comes from outside of 

ourselves but reaches down into the depths of our soul to fill us, and heal us, and make us whole 

again.  And so maybe we can begin to understand what the prophet was feeling when he cries out to 

God in anguish, “O that you would tear open the heavens and come down.” 

Kathleen Norris says that Isaiah’s words are “the cry of a people who realize that they’ve 

made such a mess of the world that only God can set it right. And this reflects a truth of personal 

experience: that it’s only after a crisis, with the stars falling from our sky and the ground shaking 

beneath our feet, that we see clearly—that we remember what is worth caring about and what is 

not.” 

I this is what Jesus is getting at in these spooky apocalyptic texts, with their strange signs in 

the sun and moon and their ominous warnings.  So often we avoid these texts, writing them off as old 

mythologies that have lost their relevance or dismissing them as cudgels of fearmongering, used to, 

literally, scare the hell out of us.  Just about every year someone asks why we have to hear these dark 

texts just when the days are getting shorter and the weather is a bit more grey.  Can’t we hear 

something a bit more cheerful and uplifting?  But it may be that we have more in common with these 

visions than we realize, especially this year. 

Tom Long says that, “whenever we enter the apocalyptic and eschatological territories of the 

Bible, we suddenly become disoriented tourists who don't know the language, who stumble over the 

customs, who are made queasy by the diet, and who can't find our way back to the hotel.”  Well, I 

don’t know about you, but this past year has brought out a bit of disorientation and queasiness in me.  

Between the pandemic and election, neither of which seem to want to end, we may feel like 

disoriented tourists in our own land. 

But this apocalyptic gospel is not here just to help us identify our fears.  It’s not enough just to 

say, “I feel your pain.”  And what this gospel message delivers are not ready answers or quick fixes, 

not shallow piety or smiley faces.  The gospel gives us advent.  Not the season of Advent as we have 

observed it now for centuries, but the spirit of advent.  Advent always begins with a heightened 

awareness of what we are longing for deep with ourselves.  It reminds us that the unease and 

emptiness and restlessness we feel are all signs of what we wait for.  We wait for truth and 

reconciliation concerning racial injustice.  We wait for a day when we can pull together as one nation 

to contain and defeat this virus.  We wait for an end to the polarization and demonization of political 

opponents.  We wait for leaders who stand up for truth and for decency. We wait for, and long for 

the kind of human contact and community and conversation and singing that we have been missing 

for most of this year. 

And the spirit of advent, the spirt of longing and waiting, is best represented by the color 

violet. 

As I frequently point out, the violet of Advent is best understood if you venture outside early 

in the morning, about 15-20 minutes before the sun rises.  If you have a good view of the eastern 

horizon, you will notice how the sky turns from black to violet just before the sunlight breaks into 



the new day.  The gospel message of advent is that we are moving toward that violet horizon of 

hope.  We are not just flailing helplessly.  Human life and human history and our individual destinies 

are not meaningless and purposeless but are moving toward a culmination, when the justice we long 

for will be fully realized, when what’s gone wrong will be what’s put right again—in social 

relationships, in personal and family relationships, in the internal relationship within ourselves. 

In the gospel reading, Jesus doesn’t ask us to live in fear of all the omens and darkness and 

falling stars.  What the gospel and what Advent calls for is to trust that even though the justice we 

seek may not be fully realized yet, it is already breaking into our darkness, little by little, here and 

there.  We not only experience a heightened awareness of what’s gone wrong in the world or what’s 

missing in our lives, we also find a heightened courage to live fully into the new reality that is breaking 

through.  To trust it so fully that we begin to live it out even now; we begin to live hopefully and to 

reflect that hopeful glimmer of light. 

It is not a denial or dismissal of the darkness—the dangers are real, and our fears are 

legitimate.  And it is not even a blind opposition.  It is about orienting your perspective, your life, 

toward that violet horizon and not toward the dark night that we have come through.  Even before 

the sunrise fully breaks and brings light and warmth—we set our faces and our hearts toward that 

horizon of hope in expectation of what is coming in Christ. 

Jesus tells the disciples to keep awake.  His words are about waiting and watching for signs 

that the justice and reconciliation we long for are breaking into our present.  And this is not just a 

passive waiting, it is an active, ready, watchfulness.  

If you have ever been to or seen a football game that includes Texas A&M, you may have 

noticed something peculiar: for the entire duration of the game, the student body remains standing.  

It has to do with an Aggie legend.  Roger Gench explains: “In a far distant critical contest, a rash of 

injuries devastated the Aggie team, leaving only 10 men on the field. So as to keep the Aggies from a 

decisive defeat, one valiant member of the student body leaped from the stands, dashed onto the field 

and ran for a touchdown, contributing to a stunning victory on that day. Ever since, the Texas A&M 

student body remains standing during the entire course of every football game—waiting, vigilant, in 

readiness to dash from the stands and leap into action on the field.  This is the kind of active waiting 

and watching Mark has in mind: vigilance that scrutinizes where we may leap into action, joining in at 

those points where God’s future is struggling toward realization now.”  

The color violet represents all those things we long for and hope for and wait for. 

The season of Advent brings a heightened awareness of that horizon and the color violet.  But 

it is not about passive waiting, it is about active, expectant hope.  It calls us—not just during this 

season, but every day—to trust that the light is breaking through the darkness.  And it calls us to set 

our heart, to set our face, to set our step toward that horizon. 

In contrast to the signs and omens of apocalypse, we don’t look to the darkening sun and 

moon, the falling stars, or the shaking of the powers in the heavens.  We look instead to the horizon 

and the color violet—the hope we have in the God who has come to be with us and one of us in 

Christ. 

Thanks be to God. 
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