
Sermon for the First Sunday of Advent: Luke 21:25-36 
The Rev. Brooks Cato 

Earlier this week, I was sitting in the Chicago airport, trying to make my way back home. I’d been 
visiting family for Thanksgiving, when our 19th day of snowfall fell. Our flight from the hill country of 
Arkansas was delayed because someone in Chicago had gotten delayed because someone before them was 
delayed and so on, back and back. By the time we landed at O’Hare, what was meant to be our flight to 
Syracuse was already taking off. Our planes passed on the runway, and had I been more adventurous and less 
risk-averse, I may have leapt from one wing to another. But those days are long gone. The world has changed. 
Before I got off the plane, the guy sitting behind me grouched and grumped. But no matter how much of a stink 
he made -- and boy, did he make a stink -- his grousing got him no closer to his connecting flight than the rest 
of us. We all landed at the same time. But the unjustness of it all, he just couldn’t let it go. How could this 
particular flight attendant do this to him?!? The world, it seemed, had changed, and it was out to get him.  

Some folks on that taxiing plane fumed like my grouchy neighbor, some laughed, and some just let it be. 
For me, this was all water off a duck’s back. I figured I’d get where I’d been going, sometime. Of course, that 
statement would’ve been true at the beginning of the day, too. Before all the delays and the fuming and the 
worry, I’d get where I’d been going, sometime. The only difference was that at the beginning of the day, 
“sometime” had a predicted timestamp. By midday, the timestamp was gone. And something, albeit something 
small, something in the world changed. Pretty soon, give or take an hour and a bowl of soup, we found 
ourselves sitting in the Chicago airport on standby, with a great amount of uncertainty. There was one flight to 
be caught, and if not that one, then another later on. And if not that one, then maybe something the next day. 
Timestamps all lined up, ready to deliver the promise of a timely return home, or not. Or maybe they were lined 
up, ready to give way to yet another round of uncertainty.  

I came across an interesting idea the other day, the idea that airports are the only places we go to on a 
regular basis where time is both the most important thing and, at the same time, doesn’t matter at all. Think 
about it. Your boarding pass has a time for takeoff and a time for boarding. Restaurants move a little faster 
because your time is ticking away. Some particularly helpful airports even have little signs indicating just how 
much time it should take you to walk from where you are now to the gate you’re rushing towards. But, at the 
same time, no one bats an eye at the folks eating breakfast at 3 in the afternoon or bellying up to the bar at 7 in 
the morning. Time, at least time as we usually experience it, time moves differently in airports. And something, 
where time gets wonky, something in the world changes. But, y’all, I’m a preacher. And as much as I buy the 
premise of airports and their wonky theory of time, they are not the only places that sort of thing happens 
because that sort of thing happens every time you walk into a church. Here and now, in this place and at this 
time, it’s sometime after 10 am but before 11 am. You can check your watches, and, to some extent, I suppose 
whatever time you see matters. But then again, it doesn’t. Not in the least. What matters is that you are here. 
You have set aside a day of sabbath. You have set aside time of yours to sit in the house of God, outside of time 
and outside of place, but also very much here and very much now. And because of that, something in your 
world changes, too, thanks be to God.  

But it can happen when you leave this place, too, and go to any number of other places, places where a 
view of a far-away hillside stops time, places where a mouthful of a long-forgotten flavor stops time, places 
where some hidden emotion behind a loved one’s eyes stops time. Those can be sacred places, too, and time 
spent there will change the world. Because time spent there is time stopped in the name of the sacred ticking in 
our world.  
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Today, we begin the season of Advent, the beginning of the church year, a set time with a given number 
of days that will return again this time next year, and the next, and on and on. Within that year, though, none of 
us know what that time will hold, what places or faces or feelings or failings. We don’t even know how much of 
that time each of us will see. But we trust that it’s there, or that it’s not. There’s a degree of uncertainty with 
time that we’re ok with, it seems. I don’t even think my grumpy plane neighbor would’ve been too upset by the 
uncertainty of a year’s worth of time.  

And today, we begin the season of Advent, the beginning of the church year, a set time with a given 
number of days until Christmas comes. And it’s more or less the same amount of time every year, give or take a 
few days. Within those 20-some-odd days, we know what’s coming, very clearly, but also, we don’t. Much like 
the year ahead, we don’t know the places, faces, feelings, or failings in store. We don’t even know how much of 
the next 23 days we’ll fully see. But we trust that they’re there, or that they’re not. There’s quite a lot of 
uncertainty packed in there. We feel that pressure more than we do a year away, but it’s not quite so bad as the 
crunch in-between flights. It’s a comfortable amount of time for uncertainty, maybe, maybe just enough. And it 
can change the world as it changes us.  

We wait, you know, for our great celebration, marking the day Jesus comes into the world. We wait for 
Christmas, in one moment, idly sipping eggnog, and in the next, rushing to pick up gifts we forgot about or to 
hang lights or to pick the right tree. We wait, you know, for another great celebration, one that comes bit by bit, 
but never quite completely. We wait for Christ’s return, claiming the sacred as often as we can, in eggnoggy 
silence or in the love that drives us in our rushing anticipation. Truth is, no amount of rushing will get us to the 
other side of either Advent in any less time. But neither will any amount of pausing to mark the sacred. Christ 
will come when Christ will come, and he will change the world. But how we wait will change the world, too, 
one little interaction after another. Silence and reflection modeled. Gratitude and grace shared. Grumbling and 
grouching spread, maybe easier than kindness at times. How we move changes the world.  

Now, what we change is small, especially when held against Jesus, and especially when held against the 
great needs of the world. But for those we effect, the change is momentous because the time we have in this 
world and with each other is sacred. It passes as it will, full of grace if we hope to find it and full of grumbling 
if that’s what we seek. But God is there for us to see, and this hour, this day, this season especially are set aside 
for us to watch and to wait. We’re on standby, hoping to catch a glimpse each and every hour. If not now, then 
maybe later today, and if not then, maybe tomorrow morning. That’s Advent, and for the next month or so, give 
or take, that’s what we’re about. With God, we’ll get where we’re going, sometime, and with God, the world 
will’ve changed. And so, we wait. 
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