Text: Mark 13:24-37
Introduction
I suppose I could do a quick poll, a couple of questions.
1) How many of you have the Christmas Tree up already?
Ok, well let’s back off a bit,
2) Who has already started listening to Christmas music?
Ok. I read somewhere this week that after this past election season it was a common experience to “Need a little Christmas, now.” That the radio stations had flipped early.  And when both DMVs I was at this week had office Christmas trees up already, I thought, hmm.  If the DMV is reaching for Christmas cheer before Thanksgiving, maybe it’s not just a news outlet needing something to fill the space.
Text
But even without moving Christmas before Thanksgiving, I think the yearly rush might help us think about our gospel lesson today.
The lectionary has split Jesus’ Apocalypse over two Sundays.  And in the first half last week, after Jesus shocks the disciples with his words that not a single stone of the Temple would remain on another, the disciples respond with two questions.  Confronted with words about the end of their world, they ask first: 1) When will these things happen? And then 2) What will be the signs?
And I think we should suggest that Jesus is considering a couple of things in his answer.  There is the end of A world with the destruction of the Jerusalem temple.  The Jewish world of Jesus and those disciples, a world completely formed around the Temple and its sacrifices, really does end.  What we know as Rabbinic Judaism down to today is something that takes a couple of generation to form after the 70 AD destruction.  And it forms primarily around the question of how exactly can we be Jewish without a temple.  But I don’t want to turn this over to a Jewish history lesson.  That end of A world, Jesus allows in his talk to blur into the end of THE world.
When will these things happen? If you are talking about the temple coming down, that is “the tribulation.” And “this generation” – those Jesus is talking to – will not pass away until these things take place.  If you are talking about The end of the world.  After that tribulation, when the Sund will be darkened and the moon will not give its light. In other words, don’t worry, you won’t miss it.  The stars will be falling from the heavens.  The son of man coming in clouds with great power and glory.  The elect will be gathered.  You can’t misread that time.  But when?  Concerning that day or that hour, no one knows, not even the angels or the Son, but only the Father. 
Now I think as we sift through history there is almost no limit of tribulations.  Of events that we can say “that ended A world.” The Fall of Rome, whether you want to cite 410 when the city was sacked.  That’s what St. Augustine thought when he wrote his work The City of God.  Or you could use the traditional date of 476 when the last Roman Emperor was put away. The Norman Invasion – 1066.  The Year of Three popes – 1414.  The fall of Constantinople.  The nailing of the 95 Theses. Red October. Maybe right down to a couple of weeks ago.  There are certainly smart people who are saying that it marks the end of the post-war – post world war 2 – world. 
But you don’t have to go to such global type events to feel a tribulation.  We can talk about these things within our own lives.  There are events that shatter us.  And the people we were before those events and after is just different. Truly, I tell you, this generation will not pass away until all these things take place. You have experienced such events, or you will. And yet this old world continues.  The question is how do we react to these events – be they global tribulations or private.   In a world of tribulations, how do we live?
Christology
The disciples’ second question – “what will be the signs?” – starts to move in that direction.  Our typical thought behind such a question would be the same reason you might visit a psychic or get your tarot read or any other act of divination.  We want to be able to skip the tribulation, or mitigate it.  If we see it coming, if we see the signs, we can change it.  But that is not how Jesus answers this question.
Jesus himself is just hours away from his tribulation, from the passion and crucifixion.  Jesus has spent the preceding weeks walking to Jerusalem warning his disciples exactly what was coming.  And yes, in gethsemane he begs his Father to let it pass, along the way he transfigures, but he bids them to go down the mountain toward the cross. He gets up from prayer and walks toward the oncoming Judas.  Jesus likens these signs to the fig tree.  “As soon as its branch becomes tender and puts out leaves, you know that summer is near.” Learn from the fig tree.
Learn that these things cannot be stopped. You can’t stop summer.  You can stop the maturing.  The tribulations must happen.   But also learn that is through these tribulations that we learn to trust in the Word of God.  “Heaven and Earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.” And those Words are the promises of the Gospel.  That cross has taken away your sin.  Your life – your eternal life – is hidden in Christ. Christ has gone to prepare a place for you. Your name has been written in the book of life. These are the ones coming out of the great tribulation. 
Moral
Instead of thinking about the signs to avoid it, we have a different calling. “Be on guard, keep awake.” 
And what does Jesus mean by that?  How do we keep awake?
Jesus describes it in the parable.  It is like a man going on a journey.  When he leaves home and puts his servants in charge, each with his own work, and commands the doorkeeper to stay awake. 
How do we keep awake?  For most of the household it simply means keep on doing the work which is yours. There are good works which are laid out in advance for us to walk in.  Walk in them.  Do them.  Keep the house functional to the best of your ability. Whatever talents you have been given, invest them. Don’t bury them is worry.  Don’t bury them in waiting.
It is apocryphal.  Luther is one of those guys that sayings stick to, and how many of them he actually said is contested.  But the story goes that someone asked the Reformer, if you knew tomorrow was the end of the world, what would you do?  And the Luther responds, “plant a tree.” 
We do not know when the master of the house will return.  And until he does, we do the work of the house.
Eschatological
I started with asking if anyone has rushed on to Christmas already.  The culture that we live in certainly does.  But I wonder if that rush is not exactly what Jesus warns about.  We rush to Christmas because we don’t want the work of today. We rush to Christmas – a coming of the messiah - seeking to avoid the tribulation that must come prior. 
Now there are branches of Christianity that do not follow a church calendar.  And the Apostle Paul would say that is fine. “One person esteems one day as better than another, while another esteems all days alike. Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind. (Rom. 14:5 ESV)”  But Lutheranism is a branch that does keep the church calendar. The Augsburg Confession in article 15 address this.  It is short, so I’m just going to read it.  
Our churches teach concerning usages in the Church that those ought to be observed which may be observed without sin, and which are profitable unto tranquillity and good order in the Church, as particular holy days, festivals, and the like.
Nevertheless, concerning such things men are admonished that consciences are not to be burdened, as though such observance was necessary to salvation.
They are admonished also that human traditions instituted to propitiate God, to merit grace, and to make satisfaction for sins, are opposed to the Gospel and the doctrine of faith. Wherefore vows and traditions concerning meats and days, etc., instituted to merit grace and to make satisfaction for sins, are useless and contrary to the Gospel.
So, days and festivals that are profitable ought to be observed. The Lutheran reformers kept advent. A season of waiting, of knowing that something is coming, but it is not here yet.  A season of repentance.  A season of preparation and useful work.  
I can’t follow Paul and Article 15 and bind your consciences about listening to Christmas music.  Not that I want to do that.  But as a doorkeeper tasked with staying awake, I think I can ask you. Is our rush to Christmas an act of avoidance?
Are there trees to the planted, instead of cut down and brought inside? Are there tribulations we are attempting to walk around, instead of trusting Jesus to walk with us through? Are we avoiding assigned work dreaming about a day we don’t know.  Sleeping through today – the only day we do know.
“What I say to you I say to all: Stay awake.”
