We Interrupt this Program” 
Luke 21:25-36 
Advent 1, 29 November 2009 

You don’t have to be alive very long before certain products, phrases, or situations carry bad connotations. For example, I doubt I could ever buy a Kia automobile, simply because to a person in the military the letters K.I.A. are an acronym for “killed in action.” 

Then there’s the now-popular Hyundai. I bought one when I was trying to get through a graduate library science program, back when they first came out. It constantly leaked oil and had a habit of breaking down about every two months. 

I remember it took me several years to get to where I could eat bananas again because once when I ate one I became ill with the flu. 

Back in the days before instant access to news became routine, the most ominous words you could hear on television were, “We interrupt this program with a special news bulletin.” Sometimes it was good news, but more often than not it was cataclysmic news of an earthshaking matter. You instantly found yourself sitting forward in the chair to know what possibly could justify interrupting your program. 

Then there are these apocalyptic texts in the Bible. For me, they carry bad connotations because they are among the most difficult to interpret in all of scripture. As a result, people tend to either ignore them, or go to the opposite extreme and get way too involved in working out every detail. 

Part of the problem is just tied up in the nature of language. A few years ago a book came out based on the huge difference just punctuation can make. Consider this sentence: The panda eats, shoots, and leaves. Makes you picture a kind of Bonnie and Clyde shootout, doesn’t it. Now take out the commas and you have: The panda eats shoots and leaves. If that happens in our own age, imagine trying to understand a highly symbolic language from 2,000 years ago! 

I think we get into a wreck with these passages by driving off the shoulders of the road. Either we ignore theses sections, and drive off the “ignore” side of the street; or, we get so involved that we over-correct and careen to the other side. I think if we can stay in our lane and avoid these misappropriations, we can get in the middle of the road and make some progress. And when we do, we can find ourselves headed toward a very challenging and comforting direction. 

On this, the first Sunday of Advent, the church traditionally looks forward to the second coming of Christ. In just a few weeks we’ll celebrate his first coming in humility, announced by angels, shepherds, lying in a manger. Today we look forward to the day he returns with power and great glory. If the particulars are hard to interpret, the general direction is very clear. 

The folks in Luke’s congregation were confused. It had been about 30 years since Jesus lived, and a war had broken out between the Jews and Rome that surely must mean the end of the world. The Roman general Titus had surrounded Jerusalem and the people inside had actually resorted to cannibalism to stay alive. The Romans had knocked down the city walls, razed and burned the temple, and carried off tens of thousands into captivity. If you visit Rome today, you can see a victory arch that shows prisoners bearing the menorah that stood before the most sacred area of the temple called the Holy of Holies. 

In our day, we continue to be worried about the future. Before the release of “New Moon” last week, the number one movie for the past two weekends has been “2012,” based on the end of the world occurring because the Mayan calendar ends in that year. 

To us and to his first audience, Luke has a message—don’t live with fear and foreboding concerning the future. In the same way that you can count on spring following the budding of the trees, you can count on the return of our Lord. The foundation is strong, because heaven and earth may pass away, but Jesus’ words will not pass away. 

Some of you may be aware that I’ve served as a chaplain in both Afghanistan and Iraq. We all missed home, but I observed that everyone could be put into one of three categories. 

Some had a hard time letting go of home. They would phone, email, and instant message so much that they couldn’t do their jobs. We would say their heads weren’t “in the game.” It’s like they ran off the right shoulder of the road. 
Then there were soldiers who forgot about home. They were constant trouble as they would obtain alcohol, have affairs, and become too much like our enemy. They careened off the left shoulder of the highway. 

I’m happy to report that the majority handled it just right. They realized they weren’t home, but they had a job to do. Yet they always stayed in touch with their true home and stayed faithful to the commitments they had there. They could work, laugh, play basketball, and accomplish the mission, yet never forget one big fact—the Freedom Bird would one day come! (The “Freedom Bird” was the airplane that carried you home.) 

You could watch for signs that the Freedom Bird was near: a replacement unit would be named; a tentative date would be established; soldiers would start packing up their equipment; a flight number would be named. It was a time to “stay awake” and ready to look up. 

The Good News is the same for us. We’re here with a job to do, and we need to get to it. But let’s never forget that this isn’t our home, lest we weighed down with “the cares of this life.” Let’s maintain that lifeline to our real home, and reflect our Lord’s values in the world. 

If we’re alive when Jesus returns, we’ll all leave together. But what if we’re not? Well, last Thursday, Thanksgiving, the “Freedom Bird” arrived for Joe. That flight has taken him to a place where he is free of all the limitations of this world. He’s been welcomed home, not in a casket, but alive and in the arms of the Savior who lives in his heart. He’s now a part of the “cloud of witnesses” that cheers us on to also finish our deployment. 

In the coming weeks, we’ll reflect on the First Coming of our Lord. We’ll hear of shepherds, angels, and mangers; but let’s not lose sight that there’s a Second Coming as well, when the Kingdom of God will be all in all. Let’s build our lives on the One who said “my words will not pass away.” 

Amen. 
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