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PAYING ATTENTION 

Sermon by Pastor Renata Eustis on November 27, 2016 

Advent 1A 2016 

Matthew 24:36-44 & Isaiah 2:1-5 

 Way back in May, we came up with our theme for Advent.  We knew we would be in the middle 

of the Visioning Process, and the question of “What new thing is God birthing among us?”—at least in 

my mind—seemed perfect.   

And, in full disclosure, I didn’t even look at the lectionary scriptures before coming up with the 

theme.  Now the chickens have come home to roost and I am face to face with the lectionary and this 

apocalyptic text from the Gospel according to Matthew and trying to figure out the good news that it 

might have for us today. 

I think it helps to get a little background into what things were like for the church at the time 

Matthew was writing this gospel.  The early church really thought Christ was coming back soon—in their 

lifetime.  And it was a huge disappointment—more than that—it was a huge faith struggle—that Christ 

had not already come back.  Christ coming back would mark the fulfillment of history.  They did not 

know exactly what it would look like but they knew the new world God was birthing would be so much 

better than the way things are now.   

God’s timeline for bringing everything together—for bringing in the fullness of God, for renewing 

all the earth—something they called the Kingdom of heaven—God’s timeline was just not proceeding in 

the way they thought it would.   

So, these words from Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew are both a comfort and a reality check.   

A comfort because the clear message is that God is coming—God is at work in and through 

history—All is not random and chaos.  Behind it all God is still moving us toward the end that God has in 

mind.  God is still God.   

And it’s a reality check because these words of Jesus make clear the limits of our knowledge.  I 

know that there are some who have developed an extensive picture of what the end looks like based on 

this passage but I think that interpretation misses the heart of what Jesus is saying.  Jesus is telling us we 

can’t know.  We can’t know when God is going to bring everything together because it’s going to happen 

at an unexpected time. 

So, that is the first word to us as we ask the question about what new thing God is birthing among 

us:  That new thing is coming at an unexpected time.   

We have developed a great visioning process.  I know that it’s not the perfect process for 

everyone—that it’s too slow or too fast—too open, too narrow—and many other things in between.  We 

have our timeline for moving from ideas to proposals to decisions.  And I think it is important that we 

keep moving along it.   

But I also hear from this word of God, that we need to keep open to God’s timing.  It may be that 

we make decisions that we think are the be all and end all—that we are excited about.  And maybe it will 

be a clear path forward.  But maybe it won’t.  Maybe we’ll run into road blocks, delays, diversions. But 

we can trust that those are not the end of the road.  It may just be that we couldn’t see the fuller picture 
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when we started and we learn new things by what happens and we get a clearer leading of the next step to 

take.   

So as we move forward in our visioning process, let us hear this word that the new thing that God 

is doing among us will come at an unexpected time.  That is both a comfort and a reality check. 

Over the last couple of weeks since the election, I have heard many people talk about how 

uncertain this time feels.  Both the second reading from Romans and the gospel have something to say to 

those of us who are reeling from the uncertainty of this time.  “Now is the moment to wake from sleep,” 

writes Paul to the Roman church.  And Jesus says to his disciples:  “Keep awake therefore, for you do not 

know on what day your Lord is coming.”   

So, the second word to us—as we both live in this uncertain time and wait for the new thing that 

God is birthing among us—is that we are called to be alert and watchful.  This is not a time for sitting 

back in confusion or despair or apathy—but neither is it a time for panicking.  It’s a time to pay attention, 

so that we can be ready to act when we see God at work. 

I have a personal prayer time almost every morning.  And in that time, I read slowly through a 

book of the Bible that has nothing to do with anything that I am preaching on or leading a Bible study on.  

I usually just read a few verses each day, so it takes me a really long time to get through whatever book 

I’m on.  So, the day after the election, I was at the end of First Corinthians and these were the words God 

had for me:  “Keep alert.  Stand firm in the faith.  Be courageous.  Be strong.  Let all that you do be done 

in love.”   

I just about fell out of my chair!  Honestly what clearer word could God have had for me—for us.  

I’m not particularly good at memorizing scripture but these words are engraved on my heart now.   

This is a time to be very rooted in the word of God.  It’s also a time to pay attention to what is 

going on around us—to read or listen to the news, to make your circle wider.  I have had my moments 

recently when I’ve retreated into my bubble because I just can’t take it.  But I know it is so important not 

to stay there. 

What I’m finding now, is that paying attention to the word of God in Scripture is actually what 

helps me pay attention to what is going on around us.  A long time ago, Swiss theologian Karl Barth, 

recommended having the Bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other.  There is a lot going on and 

much of it could drive you to despair.  But the word of God gives not only a filter or a lens to see the 

world through—it also brings a creative power.   

Scripture is used by too many people as a weapon to destroy and hurt and separate.  When it is 

used that way it cannot be understood to be the word of God because the word of God is a word that 

brings life.  I have seen how a lot of people—after they have seen Scripture used as a weapon—don’t 

have much use for it at all.  I understand that.  But I would like to make a plea that we not throw away this 

great gift just because some have misused it.  Being firmly rooted in the creative, liberating and 

strengthening word of God is something we need now more than ever. 

Being rooted in God’s word helps us to see what God’s coming—what God’s presence—what 

God’s action looks like.  Being rooted in God’s word helps us to judge—judging in the sense of seeing 

what is true.   
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As a part of the call to be awake and alert and watchful, I want to do what Karl Barth encouraged 

us to do.  I want to hold two things up together:  a story from the news this week and the word of God we 

heard today from the prophet Isaiah.   

The story was in the Washington Post this week and it was about Richard Spencer, the director of 

the National Policy Institute.  If you haven’t heard about it already, this innocuous sounding group is a 

white nationalist organization.  Their goal is separation of the races, more specifically, a territory that 

would be for whites only.  They believe interracial relationships should be outlawed.   

A week ago, they had a conference here in DC.  There were 300 people at that conference, and 

there was a moment, captured by a photojournalist that is chilling.  Richard Spencer is at the end of a 

rousing speech:  “For us, it is conquer or die.  For us, as Europeans, it is only normal again when we are 

great again!  Hail Trump!  Hail our people!  Hail victory!  

The crowd jumps to their feet.  They’re clapping away and several of them are saluting Richard 

Spencer with the Nazi salute.   

Contrast that picture of the way the world should be with what we hear from the prophet Isaiah.  

There’s no talk of conquering.  There’s no talk of separating people.  It’s completely the opposite:  “The 

Lord’s house shall be established as the highest of the mountains. . . all the nations shall stream to it.  

Many peoples shall come and say, Come let us go up to the mountain of the Lord. . . that he may teach us 

his ways and that we may walk in his paths.”   

That’s God’s vision for us:  people of all races and nationalities, coming together.  There’s no talk 

of conquering.  It’s all about turning the weapons of war into tools to feed people.   

Something powerful happens when you hold those two visions right up next to each other.  As 

horrifying as the white state vision is—as scary as I find it that people can actually think that way—when 

I hear this vision of God through Isaiah of everyone coming together, I know where we are ultimately 

headed because I believe that even though God’s vision for this world may be thwarted for a time, it will 

prevail.   

And instead of getting crushed by the power of hate, I’m clearer about where I want to be and 

what I want to do.  I want to be a part of building communities where people of different races and 

nationalities know each other and love each other.  I want to strengthen this community and extend this 

community.  We are not huge but what God is doing here, in bringing us all together is no small thing. 

We know the truth that we will proclaim again in just a few minutes when Gavin is baptized.  “For 

as many of us as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ.  There is neither Jew not Greek, there is 

neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female, for we are all one in Christ Jesus.” Today. 

Thanks be to God.  Amen.     

 


