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Mark 13: 24-37 
“Family Tradition” 
December 3, 2017 
Rev. Lou Nyiri 
 
[9:30 a.m.]  I want to start this morning’s sermon with a fun video which is quickly becoming a 
favorite of mine – some of you may have seen it already as I’ve seen it make the rounds on 
Facebook – I think it helps us realize something about the blessings and gifts in our lives – 
things we can often take for granted – especially in this time leading up to Christmas…[play 
video] 
 
Family Traditions – we all have them whether we know it or not. 
We talked a bit about this in our high school Sunday school class a few weeks ago. 
We tossed around the question, what’s that one thing you would take from your parents home 
if they opened up the attic or basement filled family treasures and said take what you want 
from the Christmas cache?   
The point of the question was, what’s the one thing that when it comes out in your home 
declares, Christmas, is on its way? 
 
What about you? – is it a specific outdoor decoration…a mantel nativity arrangement of the 
Holy Family…the train set you always put under the tree…what’s the one thing that when it 
comes out in your home declares, Christmas, is on its way? 
 
In fact, I like that question so much that I’m going to ask you on this nametag Sunday to turn to 
the people near you and using their name tell them what it might be – we’re not going to take 
longer than a minute on this so talk freely amongst yourselves and I’ll call you back to the 
sermon in sixty seconds – if you don’t finish you can pick up after the service over coffee and 
Christmas Fair purchases in Fellowship Hall – lastly, keep in mind that it’s okay if people from 
the same family don’t have the same answer – everybody got the assignment? – 3-2-1, begin… 
 
We had a great discussion in our Sunday school class. 
I shared that for me it would be the plastic lighted figurines we brought out every year.  The 
angels went in my sisters’ rooms and I got the snowman with black top hat and coal buttons. 
 
I want to tell you about an answer I heard to this question that resonated with me.  It revolved 
around the family’s magnetic Advent Calendar.  The siblings would take turns opening the 
doors to the calendar on the respective days and loved arranging them in ways that had the 
sheep in the air and the cows and camels on top of the stable and how they would fight over 
who got to open the last door because on that day the baby Jesus would be inside.   
 
The part of this story that struck a parabolic chord in me was when the storyteller said how 
some years the Advent Calendar stayed up on the wall well past Christmas that they discovered 
they were walking past it and not even noticing it. 
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How often do we do that? 
 
We discovered as a class that what we were talking about are family traditions. 
Things we do and/or say that connect us to what’s important. 
 
Well, we in the church, have a tradition this time of year that connects us to what’s important 
because it reminds us that we can become so caught up in the world around that we forget the 
light which came into the world that the darkness cannot extinguish…that tradition has a name 
and its name is Advent. 
 
Advent comes to us from two Latin words ad + venire which means ‘to come to.’ 
Advent’s message is God in Christ is coming to the world. 
Advent begins our liturgical year and it begins our liturgical year in such a way that it helps us to 
pause…to reset our priorities…so that our lives might better reflect the One we worship. 
 
Advent is the time when we await Jesus’ birth. 
Advent is the time we look inward and examine our thoughts, words, deeds so we’re more fully 
ready to welcome Christ into our lives and world. 
Advent is a season for reflection, prayer, and joy as we prepare for the coming of Emmanuel, 
God with us. 
 
This year, our Advent journey begins with the lectionary text from Mark 13:24-37 which poses a 
pretty direct and perhaps basic question as we kick off Advent:  Do we really believe that Jesus 
is coming back? 
 
Year after year we see the same thing happen – the leaves come and go on the trees native to 
our backyards.  Yet, do we stop to think, Maybe this is the season Christ comes back, victorious 
and ready to set things right? 
Yet, year after year, the Bible smacks us in the forehead with these types of apocalyptic Advent 
tales, texts taken from the book we affirm as “the unique and authoritative witness to Jesus 
Christ in the Church universal, and God’s Word to [us].” 
So, how then, do we as contemporary disciples approach apocalyptic Scripture passages with 
integrity? 
 
Well, first, we name the peculiarity of it…that’s a funny word peculiarity – it’s one of those 
words that the more you think about, the more you try to pronounce it, the more difficult it 
becomes to say until you reach the point where your mind begins to not comprehend it…that’s 
kind of how it is with apocalyptic writing…at least for me… 
We try to wrap our heads around its vivid descriptions and what happens somewhere amid the 
dialogue is that we feel as though our minds are about to explode.   
Apocalyptic writing repeats not so much resounding joy – as it does resounding unfamiliarity. 
Few among us travel in circles where the talk of the End Times comes up with any regularity – 
barring of course the group of Christian students who look at the first question on their 
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Chemistry Final and realize they’ve not studied near enough and pray, “Lord, if you’d like to 
start the rapture…now would be a good time.” 
 
Throw into this mix that it’s been over 2,000 years since Jesus told his followers to keep alert, 
awake and on the look out for his return.  That’s a long time to be vigilant.  Drowsiness and 
doubt come with such a long lapse in Messianic visitations.   
 
And then, Jesus himself gives us a mixed message on the topic.  He says, The signs of my return 
are visible if you’re looking for them…HOWEVER, no one, not even I, know when the Son of Man 
will return. 
 
The astute interlocutor would retort at Jesus’ statement, Huh!? 
 
So, which is it?  Will we be able to know…or…we can’t possibly know? 
 
Which brings us, perhaps, to an even better question:  So, what? 
 
If we take Jesus at his word that he will in fact return, then what difference does that make for 
the way we live today? 
 
Therein lies Advent’s rub ~ we dutifully sing Advent hymns while Christmas music resounds 
outside our sanctuaries.   
In here, we sing stuff like Comfort, Comfort You My People / Savior of the Nations Come / O 
Come O Come Emmanuel while everyone else sings of Winter Wonderlands / White Christmases 
and Letting It Snow.   
Lest I become like Ebenezer Scrooge, I will tell you that I adore Christmas Songs & I absolutely 
stop whatever I’m doing and listen when Vaughn Monroe croons Let It Snow. 
 
Which is precisely why I need Advent…because Advent focuses us on hope and salvation 
brought forth in a tiny child’s cry when everyone else shouts sales, holiday decorations and gift 
giving.  
Without Advent it’s easy to get caught up in tinsel and bows rather than birth and what that 
birth means for the world ~ namely, the one born to set us free & the one of whom our Mark 
text foreshadows as the risen and victorious Christ who will one-day return. 
It would be nice to simply enjoy Christmas parties and pretty lights, however, in so doing we 
miss out on something bigger. 
Our Mark text helps our tradition remind us in Advent that we need not just Emmanuel, God 
with us, we also need, the Son of Man, God for the world ~ the one of whom we sing “…our 
hope is built on nothing less…” 
 
Without Mark’s strange and perhaps out of touch proclamation of the promised end times, 
Advent slips easily into sentimentality and cheap grace. 
God with us…and…God for us ~ that is who we prepare for in Advent, for we need both. 
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One Savior who is our Lord from birth to death.   
The beginning and the end.   
The same…yesterday, today and tomorrow. 
 
In Advent, we anticipate both the birth of baby Jesus and the return of the risen Christ which 
calls us to live by the Apostle Paul’s admonition in 1 Corinthians 16:13, “Keep alert, stand firm 
in your faith, be courageous and strong.” 
We also recall Jesus words to his first followers in Matthew 28:20, as he ascended into heaven, 
“And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” 
 
There is a tension between trusting the Lord is on the way and not knowing when he will make 
his appearance. 
And yet, keeping in mind what Paul writes in 1 Corinthians and what Matthew’s author writes 
in chapter 28, we begin to recognize that daily faithfulness need not be marked by fear and 
anxiety…for it is in relying on the promise that the Lord is near that we are filled with hope and 
expectation. 
 
We know whose we are. 
We know whose future is sure. 
We know who the potter is and that we are the clay. 
 
John Donahue, in Harpers Bible Commentary writes that the apocalyptic texts like we find in 
Mark’s gospel give Christians the “proper posture toward the end of time” and that posture is 
“vigilance and fidelity (active waiting), not idle speculation.” 
 
That’s not a bad way to live – on the lookout for the current presence and coming judgment of 
Jesus the Christ – all the while living in ways that show our faithfulness to Jesus and our 
commitment to his commandments.   
 
Perhaps if we foster this “proper posture” in Advent it will carry throughout the year? 
 
Advent urges me to consider a real-life exercise – if today is the day the Son of Man returns – in 
whatever way he chooses – what will he find me doing? 
 
Early religious orders practiced a time of examining one’s conscience, in which all members 
assessed how their behavior of the day just past reflected (or refracted) God’s glory.  Did their 
actions draw people nearer to God or push them away? 
 
Advent is a good time to ask, Will my thoughts, words and deeds be reflective of Christs 
character?  Mission?  Commandments? 
 
If not (and thanks be to God for grace when we miss the mark) – what do I need to be doing 
differently? 
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More importantly, am I willing to at least attempt to change? ~ not out of fear…rather, out of a 
faithful desire to worship, follow and please the One born to set me free… 
 
That’s why if this is your 1st, 9th, 19th or 90th time through Advent…Keep Awake! 
Steer clear of complacency and cynicism. 
Wander away from walking through life with drowsy numbness to the present moment. 
The world is about to change, and we need to be ready to go in the direction we already know 
God will move – toward hope, peace, joy, and love – toward those things that will set us free. 
 
Alleluia and Amen! 


