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NOW AND NOT YET 

First Sunday of Advent • November 28, 2021 

Jeremiah 33: 14-16; Luke 21: 25-36 

by Pat Berger 

 

Our verses from the Gospel of Luke this morning are even more interesting when 

we put them beside the parallel verses in the Gospel of Mark.  The one who wrote 

Luke used the writing in the Gospel of Mark as a source, yet wrote 10 or maybe 

20 years after the writing of Mark, and there are some important differences.  In 

Mark, when the disciples asked Jesus about end times, about when this would 

happen and what signs they ought to watch for, Mark tied Jesus' response to the 

destruction of the Temple, which was in Mark's time a future event.  When Luke 

was written, that writer distanced the end from the destruction of the Temple, 

which was by then a past event, and in fact the writer seemed pointedly vague 

about when Jesus might return.  You will know, he said, when these things might 

happen.  Just as in the Spring, when you see buds on the fig tree and you know 

that summer is coming: you will know. 

 

Rather than emphasizing the time of Jesus' return, this writer focused on how the 

faithful ones ought to behave until then.  They -- and we, by extension -- "ought 

not to be weighed down with dissipation and drunkenness:" no rousing and 

carousing here!  That verse would have referred only to the elite class at that time: 

those who were the poor ones had no time for having a good time.  They lived 

very much at a subsistence level; their next meal or their next penny was always 

a question.  The rich ones on the other hand (and one writer said that in Luke it 

would be better if we crossed out the word "rich" in that Gospel and inserted the 

word "greedy" -- that that was what Luke had in mind) -- so, the greedy ones, then, 

had plenty of time for frivolous things . . . and by and large, were not attentive at 

all to the needs of the poor ones.  There was no time for excessive pleasure, Jesus 

told them, and there was no time for hopelessness: Jesus would return, sometime, 

because that was the promise and God did not and does not break promises.  

The timing of the return was not to be the concern of the listeners in Luke's Gospel 

any more than it is to be the concern of Luke's readers, then or now. 

 

People at that time would have been familiar with, and reassured by, the words 

that Mark read this morning from Jeremiah.  The people to whom Jeremiah spoke 

were living in exile.  Babylonians had invaded their homeland and taken those 

who lived there captive.  They had no idea if they would ever see their homeland 

again.  So: where was God in the midst of all of that?  Why the devastation?  What 

happened to God's covenant with David?  There was, as one commentator 

wrote, a very wide gap between what was and the promise of what would be, 

between the now and the not yet.  God had promised, and yet. 
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And then, the prophet Jeremiah spoke for God: "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."  It was dangerous work, being a prophet.  Jeremiah could see the same 

things going on around him that everyone else did.  It surely seemed that the 

Babylonians were in charge and God was not.  And still Jeremiah needed to say, 

"the days are surely coming . . . I (God) will fulfill the promise I made . . . Judah will 

be saved and Jerusalem will live in safety . . ."  Jeremiah insisted that God's 

promises would be kept.  The sign would be the righteous branch of David; the 

Davidic monarchy and the Levitical priesthood would be restored.  God's 

constant love was indeed reliable. 

 

Knowing that and believing it, Luke then shifted the question from "when" to "how:" 

how shall we live until then?  And that is the question for us, too.  We also live 

between the death and resurrection of the Christ and his coming at the end of 

time and victory over all powers in heaven and on earth.  How will we live so that 

we, too, can (as Jesus said) stand up and raise our heads because our 

redemption is drawing near?  We live and work and hope and struggle, and we 

can do all of this because we know that in the end is: God.  There seems to be 

much for us to fear these days; every time we hear or read the news it seems that 

some other scary thing is happening.  Those scary things can cause us to forget 

who we are and whose, to see those who are in need as the enemy, to betray 

our own values and beliefs.  And yet: stand up, raise your head; our redemption 

is drawing near. 

 

The people who are Plymouth have a wonderful history of standing up, of raising 

your heads, and doing that by giving to those whose struggles are different than 

ours.  You pay your per capita apportionment.  You pay your Presbytery 

Partnership Giving amount.  Both of these funds make it possible for our Presbytery, 

our Synod and the General Assembly to send dollars where the needs are 

greatest, in this country and around the world.  And you don't pay these amounts 

so that others can see numbers beside our name on the chart; you pay them 

because there are needs, and because you have the capacity to give.  The same 

is true of mission projects you undertake locally, and funds that support this 

congregation.  We can't solve all of the needs -- that would be up to God -- and 

yet we can and must do our part of God's work, and we do.  We volunteer our 

time, here at the church and in other places in our communities.  Coins that have 

just recently begun to grace our offering plates have added up quickly, and will 

be making a nice difference for an organization in our neighborhood.  There are 

other ways in which you contribute about which I am still learning, and those are 

fun conversations.  These are things we can do for the kingdom between the now 

and the not yet, as part of standing up, and raising our heads, because your 

redemption is near.  God has called us.  Thanks be to God. 

 

Let us pray. 


