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In the name... 
You can learn a lot about a story by how it begins. There is only one opening line to a novel or a play 

or a poem; it is the author's first and best opportunity to prepare a reader for what she may expect from the 
story that follows. As Graham Greene famously muses in the opening lines of The End of the Affair, "A 
story has no beginning or end; arbitrarily one chooses that moment of experience from which to look back 
or from which to look ahead."I And if that's right, then an author's choice about where to start a story 
reflects a great deal about where she wants us to stand as we look ahead and as we look back. 

It is striking, then, at the beginning of the Church's new year that we open with the ending of the story. 
Instead of warming our hearts with lessons anticipating the birth of the Christ child in Bethlehem on the 
First Sunday of Advent, the Church asks us to ponder Our Lord's second coming, to be alert and on guard 
amid the confusion and distress of the world while awaiting the fullness of God's promised Kingdom. No, 
you'd be hard pressed to find an excerpt from today's Gospel on a holiday greeting card. Rather than 
nutcrackers and sugarplums, manger scenes and wise men, we begin with signs in the sun and moon, fear 
and foreboding, and the end of the world. We begin with “‘the Son of Man coming in the clouds’ with 
power and great glory.” We begin with our redemption drawing near. In short, we begin with the future 
rather than the past. 

To mix metaphors, anticipation and expectant, watchful waiting are the first notes sounded in the 
symphony. This might, at first, strike us as strange. After all, our calendar is anchored by significant 
events in the life of our Lord - isn’t our year about marking out Jesus' birth, life, death, resurrection, and 
ascension? But, by definition, Advent is not a season where something “happens," rather, it is a season 
where we wait for something to happen. So, it isn't crazy to ask: why don't we begin with Christmas and 
the Incarnation or with Easter and the Resurrection? Why do we begin with an ending that hasn’t arrived 
yet, only to wait around several weeks for the beginning? If, in short, the Church only has one shot to 
show us where to stand in order to look ahead and to look back, why does she ask us to stand here? 

A short answer is that Advent is four weeks of intensive practice where we learn the skill of waiting 
with hope, and with joy, and with expectation — even in the midst of chaos and confusion — for a day 
that has not yet dawned. Waiting for the promised Messiah teaches us how to wait for the promised 
Kingdom of God and the return of Our King. It turns out that this is among the principal skills a Christian 
must cultivate in life; so important, in fact, that it is the first skill in which we are asked to train each year. 

The slightly longer answer brings us to the heart of today's Gospel lesson. Jesus here is responding to 
some of his disciples, who have asked when the end of time will come. Like many then and now, they 
desire to know when the Messiah will usher in the Kingdom of God: that is, when God will heal all that 
He has made: when sin is no more, when death is no more, when God is no longer a stranger but a friend. 
Jesus affirms that the Son of Man will indeed come “in clouds with great power and glory,” but his answer 
is less direct from that point. Drawing on apocalyptic images scattered throughout the writings of Israel's 
prophets, Jesus depicts the time leading up to the advent of the Kingdom of God as a time marked by 
suffering and strange occurrences, the birth pains of a new heaven and a new earth. He says that even the 
sun and the moon - visible and constant reminders of God's original creative gift - will be shaken in the 
tumult of the creation's remaking. Jesus insists that, nearing the end, there will be signs that history is 
about to run off the rails. 

But rather than unfolding the significance of geopolitical and climatological catastrophe for his 
disciples, Jesus as he so often does, turns his attention to something far more immediate and pedestrian: a 
fig tree. He tells them, “Look at the fig tree and all the trees; as soon as they sprout leaves you can see for 
yourselves and know that summer is already near. So also, when you see these things taking place, you 
know that the kingdom of God is near.” The puzzle of course is that the trouble and tumult the disciples 

                                                
I Graham Greene, The End of the Affair (1951) 



2 

 

can expect — “distress among nations” and “fear and foreboding” — are not like spring time; they don’t 
resolve predictably, in a few months yielding to summer. Any cursory look at the day’s news or a passing 
acquaintance with world history will tell you this. They are instead the normal course of things — year 
after year, generation after generation. 

But Jesus asks us to consider the fig tree, I think, because the “when” question is far less important 
than the “how” question. He draws our attention to it, not because it is an especially good clock by which 
to measure when He will come again, but because a fig tree on the verge of summer is an especially good 
picture of what it looks like when He is very near by; when a season of abundance and fruitfulness is at 
hand. The fig tree — just on the brink of bearing the season's first fruit — is a picture of what the people 
of God are supposed to look like when they are healthy and full of life, when they wait for the Advent of 
the Lord and His Kingdom: hopeful, alive, verdant, plush, expectant. 

The disciples desire to know when the Messiah will come and bring with him the Kingdom of God; 
Jesus wishes to show them a picture of how to wait with hope and expectation, as if they are to be a 
suspend, perpetual springtime even in the midst of the world’s bleak winter. The fig tree on the cusp of 
full bloom is an image of that springtime that is meant to characterize the people of God. The first day of 
summer is always just around the corner; the Kingdom of God is always just about to break in. What’s 
more, Jesus wishes to remind his disciples — and to remind us — that we wait for God’s Kingdom to 
come with certain hope because it already has: the Messiah is already present to them; Jesus, in his person, 
bears with him the Kingdom of God. Jesus is the branch springing up from David that Jeremiah promised! 
The Kingdom of God is already near in the person of Jesus Christ! The first advent of Our Lord — his 
incarnate life — is a preview of what his second advent will be like. We wait, not for something different 
to happen, but for God to bring to completion what was begun in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ. 

Jesus unwaveringly affirms — as we do each Sunday in the Eucharistic liturgy — that he will come 
again and that signs — awful and terrible signs —will precede it. Yet he insists that efforts at predicting 
when that will be are fruitless. From this paradox, we learn that today's Gospel is not a lesson in keeping a 
calendar, but in being an advent people who have learned how to wait well. The reality is, since the time 
of our first parents, everything is always about to run off the rails: calamity and tribulation are not 
reserved for the end of time, but mainstays east of Eden. The people of God wait with expectancy, with 
hope and with joy, in the midst of it all. And this means that they anticipate Our Lord’s return by living 
from his incarnation and toward the Kingdom that is yet to come. This means that waiting expectantly for 
Our Lord’s coming again is not like waiting at the DMV. It is not a passive, clock-watching emptiness. 
Waiting on the Lord means anticipating his return; it means living in love and mercy, it means giving 
freely and abundantly, pursuing holiness and charity. It means living as if his promised Kingdom has 
already been consummated. And if the 

Kingdom of God is like the incarnate life of Jesus, then sharing in his life liturgically and modeling 
our collective life on his is a vital aspect of waiting expectantly. 

That’s the slightly longer answer; it is why the Church asks us to stand here with the opening sentence 
of the story we will tell this year: it turns out that living with Jesus in our midst and waiting for him to 
come again look an awful look alike. Waiting in hope and with expectancy is “that moment of experience 
from which to look back or from which to look ahead” that the Church wishes to impress on us today. It is 
the place from which we should read all that will unfold in the coming story of Jesus over the next year. 
From this vantage, we can look back to Our Lord's incarnate life and ministry — when the Kingdom of 
God was very near — and we can look ahead to Our Lord's coming again — when the Kingdom of God 
will be fully realized. Waiting liturgically for the first advent of Our Lord as an infant born in Bethlehem 
is training so that we will know how to wait faithfully for the Son of Man to come “in clouds with great 
power and glory.” 
I have said... 


