
Let Candles be brought 
 

The days are surely coming, says the LORD, when I will fulfill the promise I made to the house of Israel 

and the house of Judah. In those days and at that time I will cause a righteous Branch to spring up for 

David; and he shall execute justice and righteousness in the land. In those days Judah will be saved and 

Jerusalem will live in safety. And this is the name by which it will be called: “The LORD is our 

righteousness.” 

Jeremiah 33: 14-16 

 

 [Jesus said,] “There will be signs in the sun, the moon, and the stars, and on the earth distress 

among nations confused by the roaring of the sea and 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 in a cloud’ with power and great glory. Now when these things begin to 

take place, stand up and raise your heads, because your redemption is drawing near.” 

 Then he told them a parable: “Look at the fig tree and all the trees; as soon as they sprout 

leaves you can see for yourselves and know that summer is already near. So also, when you see these 

things taking place, you know that the kingdom of God is near. Truly I tell you, this generation will not 

pass away until all things have taken place. Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not 

pass away. 

 “Be on guard so that your hearts are not weighed down with dissipation and drunkenness and 

the worries of this life, and that day catch you unexpectedly, like a trap. For it will come upon all who 

live on the face of the whole earth. Be alert at all times, praying that you may have the strength to 

escape all these things that will take place, and to stand before the Son of Man.” 

          Luke 21: 25-36 

 

 I’ve been watching a series that’s been around for a couple of years called “Joe Pera 
Talks With You.”  It’s a comedy, but the humor is subtle.  I don’t have time to explain the 

whole series, but one of the story lines involves the budding relationship between Joe Pera, a 

soft spoken, middle-school choir teacher in Marquette, Michigan, and Sarah. 

Like Joe, Sarah is a middle-school music teacher, but she is also the kind of person who 

reads the signs of the times and anticipates the total collapse of society.  She prepares for 

impending disaster primarily by stocking her fortified basement with enough food and water, 

tools and weapons and medical supplies and other necessities to last 2 to 3 years.  

They have a bit of a falling out when Sarah thinks Joe spends too much time on 

inconsequential things and doesn’t think enough about big issues like rising water levels and 

potential for nuclear wars, population displacement and drone strikes, looming natural disasters 

or an attack on our electrical grid that could shut down civilization as we know it.  She tells him 

it is unrealistic not to have a fortified basement like hers. 

So, as a way of rekindling their relationship, Joe visits her fortified basement and tries to 

see the world from her perspective.  They agree not only that natural disasters and solar flares 

present a real threat, but also that people are capable of doing terrible things to each other and 

to the world.  And he reminds her that even middle-school students think about these things.   

For all their reconciliation, though, they don’t completely resolve their differing 

worldviews.  While sharing a meal from some of her provisions, Joe asks Sarah, “How can you 

have this and also be a teacher? It’s like you believe in the future, but you’re also afraid of it.”  



She tells him that the only reason she is not afraid of the future is because he has this basement 

and these supplies.  And it becomes clear that everything we have learned about Joe Pera to 

this point represents a different approach to the worries that weigh on us all.  One that does 

not retreat into self-preservation or survival mode but invests in the future through the lives of 

middle school students and neighbors and even in green beans.  I won’t spoil the ending of the 

final episode, but I’ll say that, for my money, it provides a more hopeful alternative to hiding 

away from the troubles of the world in a basement or sinking into despair. 

 I don’t want to put too much weight on this comedy series, but it just might be the best 

way of understanding what Advent is about, particularly this year.  Like Sarah, the gospels 

confront us with a realistic view of the world, and of the potential for disaster, whether caused 

by natural forces or the terrible things we humans are capable of doing.   

But this apocalyptic gospel is not here just to help us identify our fears.  And what the 

gospel message delivers is not simple answers or quick fixes, not shallow piety or smiley faces.  

The gospel gives us advent.  Not just 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 restlessness we feel 
are 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 nearly two 

years. 

The words of Jesus in our reading from Luke, which are paralleled in Matthew and 

Mark, make good use of all the standard apocalyptic stage props:  strange signs in the sun, 

moon, and stars; disturbances on the earth; wars and rumors of wars; natural disasters.  Or, as 

we might say, just another report from CNN. 

Jesus and the gospel writers inherited all these conventions from their predecessors, 

from prophets like Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Joel, and Daniel.  And around the time the words 

of Luke’s gospel were being written down, the Temple in Jerusalem had been destroyed by the 

Romans, as Jesus predicted—“not one stone standing on another”—and many people were 

expecting the end of the world at any moment.  

But Luke’s apocalyptic message, for all its frightening imagery and dire warnings, resists a 

fearful interpretation of the signs.  “When you see these signs,” Jesus says, don’t stick your 

head in the sand, or hunker down in a survival bunker.   Instead, he says, “Stand up and raise up 

your head, because your redemption is drawing near.”  The gospel text doesn’t flinch in the face 

of fear and foreboding, but rather invites readers into hopeful expectation with our heads held 

high.   

Jeremiah says that the days are surely coming when God will bring about a new world of 

justice and righteousness.  And the words of Jesus in the gospel give us hope and a vision of a 

life that believes so firmly in the certainty of that new creation, that we begin to live it now, 

with our heads lifted up, even in the middle of all the uncertainties and anxieties of our lives.  

This kind of Advent hope and trust doesn’t call for passive waiting and dreaming.  It calls 

for active, expectant hope.  Do you know the word “prolepsis.”  It sounds like a medical term, 

but it means acting as if what you expect to happen has already happened.  Living in the present 

what you hope for in the future. 



David Johnson, a professor at Austin Seminary, writes, “People are sometimes urged to 

act as if the world would end tomorrow.  I would suggest the opposite:  Act as if the world will 

NOT end tomorrow.  Act as if there will still be a world tomorrow, and you will still be in it, 

and you will have something important and significant to do in God’s service. Be aware.  Watch.  

Keep awake. But do all these things with open eyes, busy hands, and active feet. Let the one 

who promised to return be with you now, and in the world now, through you.  Tomorrow 

might not bring the end.  But it can always bring a beginning.”   

So if that new world that Jeremiah calls us to imagine and that we trust that God is 

bringing about—if that new world means something like access to adequate health care for all 

people—what are we doing now to make that happen?  If living in that new world means that all 

children have an opportunity to fully develop their potential, no matter who they are or where 

they come from, how are we preparing the way for that to come into being?  If that new world 

means an end to violence against women, if it means affordable housing, if it means a living wage 

for a day’s work, if it means a dignified and peaceful end of life—how are we living out these 

signs of the righteousness of God?  Or better yet, what are we doing now to live into that 

hope? 

Rather than lead us down into the survival bunker, rather than call us to despair for the 

state of the world, the urgency in the gospel is a call to action.  It calls us not to wish for a 

return to some nostalgic past, not to despair about the present, but to invest ourselves in the 

future.  That’s why we are asking you to do what you can to support the refugees from 

Afghanistan who are looking for a new start in places Des Moines and Cedar Rapids and Iowa 

City.  We pray and give and act on their behalf because we have hope for their future.  That’s 

what keeps people like Jim McGill returning to some hostile places in Niger and South Sudan.  It 

is the expectant hope of Advent that drives him to invest in communities by investing clean 

water and sanitation.  That is what Advent hope looks like in the real world. 

More than anything else, Advent is a rehearsal of how we face uncertainty.  And not just 

the uncertainty of natural disasters or the impending collapse of society.  We also face the 

thousand and one uncertainties of our individual lives.  We may even be a bit anxious about the 

transition we are facing at the end of this year.  You and me both. 

It’s no coincidence that the most hopeful season of the Christian calendar, Advent, 

begins during the darkest time of the year.  But lighting the candles of Advent one by one, and 

watching as the light grows stronger each week, this annual ritual of light overcoming darkness 

has more to do than with the diminished hours of daylight.  It has even more to do with the 

darkness that lies within the world and sometimes within us all.  And it assures us that if we 

truly trust that there is a way forward, we can start taking some steps now along the pathway, 

even if we can’t see clearly what lies ahead or know for certain which direction the path will 

bend. 

We can’t know everything, but we do know some things.  And so we move forward 

into whatever uncertainties we face trusting in what we do know for certain.  That nothing can 

separate us from the love of God that we know in Jesus Christ.  That is why I am already 

praying for your interim pastor and for your new installed pastor.  And I am praying for the 

church you will become in the next two or three years.  Not because I know who those 

pastors will be or what the church will be like any more than any of you.  But I trust that the 



one who began a good work in and through this congregation intends to take it to the next 

step along the way to completion. 

So we move forward, you in the way that will emerge before you, and me in the way 

that will emerge before me.  And we just keep putting one hopeful foot in front of the other. 

Joanna Adams tells a story about a solar eclipse that occurred during the colonial period 

of American history.  Members of a New England state legislature were meeting at the time, 

and the growing darkness started causing a bit of general panic.  Some people even thought 
that this was a sign of the world coming to an end.  But, she says, “one of the legislators stood 

up and said, ‘Mr. Speaker, if it is not the end of the world and we adjourn, we shall appear to 

be fools. If it is the end of the world, I choose to be found doing my duty. I move you, sir, let 

candles be brought.’”  (“Light the Candles,” Christian Century, November 28, 2006, p. 18) 

May this Advent season be the beginning of a time when we embrace whatever new 

world that Christ is bringing with our heads up; when we not only bring in the candles to dispel 

the darkness of fear, but when we become bits of that light ourselves, and begin to live as 

though what we expect has already arrived.   

May it be so. 
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