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Expecting the Unexpected 
 
 
I have a budding theory about Advent, more of a hypothesis really, 
and it’s that, perhaps more than with any other season of the year, 
we tend to experience Advent as arriving early. It catches us off 
guard, like the thief in the night, to use the evocative image Jesus 
uses, such that, when Advent arrives, we can hardly believe that 
indeed it is here.  
 
I wonder if this has something to do the way that the fall seems to 
unfold slowly and to stretch out lazily towards Thanksgiving, 
whereupon we seem to want to take it all in at once, feasting on the 
bounty that’s been accrued throughout the year, celebrating all that’s 
been harvested, and all that we too, through our various reaping and 
sowing, are able to harvest and enjoy and share with others. And so 
like the fall reclining towards Thanksgiving, we also at the end of the 
feast take a great recline, falling into a great stupor, a deep sleep, 
feeling satisfied and drowsy and full.  
 
And then time moves on at its steady pace and we wake up again, 
and suddenly we notice that the days have grown short; that the air 
has become crisp, taking our breath away; and when we take a step 
outside, we notice that the grass no longer springs to our step but 
now crunches underfoot; and when early afternoon arrives and when 
we look out and notice the darkness we see that the night which once 
seemed to arrive so softly and almost imperceptively has now taken 
on a full head of steam and has gained a full step on the day, as it 
were, and so has begun to crowd out the lingering light.  
 
And so it is that almost immediately after feeling festive, after feeling 
satiated, after feeling full with the bounty of the year, we wake up to a 
world where there’s a certain emptiness settling over the landscape, 



where there’s a certain stillness inhering within things, and where 
there’s a certain intractable and elusive quiet. 
 
“Hands can catch/ water from a stream/ or the gathering of stones,” 
as the poet Donna Pucciani writes in her “Advent” poem, “[but] 
Grasping the dark is harder./ Winter’s rough air/ slips through 
outstretched fingers./ Unembraceable night/ fills with wisps of 
wanting.”  
 
And so we feel Advent’s arrival as sudden, as a surprise, as 
unexpected, a feeling which might also have something to do, I think, 
with the idea of Advent being primarily a season for waiting, for 
standing guard, for watching and listening, and so in a sense a 
passive season, a season inviting us and giving us permission really 
to be more contemplative than active, to inhabit more the Mary mode 
as opposed to the Martha mode, and yet, what’s often our very first 
reaction to Advent?  
 
Our minds, I think, race ahead and skip past the invitation simply to 
wait and to watch and we move on or move into hard-core planning 
mode, to thinking through all that needs to be done in the weeks 
ahead, to the gifts that we need to buy, to the lights that we need to 
hang, to all the meals we’ll be preparing and enjoying…  
 
And so we have this common critique of Advent, one you’ve probably 
heard too many times already, the one that talks about how tragic it is 
that amid all our busyness we miss out on the real reason for the 
season, and yet, what I’d like to suggest today, is that there might be 
a deeper truth unfolding here in our quick jump from quiet to busy, 
and that this critique isn’t the end of the story of Advent, that, for 
example, perhaps we are quick to focus on gifts because of a deep 
longing within us to see a world which runs on the sacred beauty of 
gift giving as opposed to the calculated exchange of commodities; 
that perhaps we hang so many lights because we long most for that 
light which not even darkness can overcome, for the “unseen star” 
which the poet speaks about; and perhaps we eat so much and focus 
so much on the meals because, in fact, we are hungry, we do hunger 
and thirst for me, for more “righteousness” as Jesus says in the 



Beatitudes, more Justice, more Spirit, more Love, more Hope, more 
God. 
 
We also hunger, as Isaiah’s ancient prophecy suggests, for a world 
radically more peaceful and nonviolent than the one we currently 
inhabit—for a world where the swords will be bent into plowshares, 
and the spears into pruning hooks.  
 
When looking for a more contemporary equivalent to Isaiah’s ancient 
vision this week, I came across one that was pretty striking, instead of 
“they shall turn their swords into plowshares,” one theologian 
translated this text as “They shall transform their MQ-9 Reaper 
Drones into 500 Mega Watt Solar Arrays.” While this phrasing might 
lack something of the poetry of Isaiah, I think the idea of turning 
drones into solar panels does get at the prophet’s message of hope—
that the barrier towards creating the world we want to see is less a 
matter of having the right resources and technologies, and more a 
matter for the moral imagination—and so the prophet invites us to 
wonder—what type of world do we want to see, not necessarily what 
type of world do we think is possible or realistic, but what world do we 
yearn for, do we hope for, do we pray for? 
 
Advent invites us to linger with these and similar questions of the 
heart, for indeed our task this season is to prepare for something truly 
miraculous—for the always inevitable yet never predictable birth of 
God in our midst.  
 
With this task of preparation in mind, our lectionary this morning 
suggests that we begin our journey with Jesus—although not, as we 
might expect, with the great stories that point to and predict the birth 
of a child, we’ll get to those when the time is right—but to begin 
somewhat paradoxically, at the end of Jesus’ life and ministry on this 
earth, with this selection from Matthew’s Gospel of the last great 
teaching Jesus gives before his eventual trial and death, a selection 
from what’s often called Jesus’ Olivet discourse in which, standing 
with his disciples on the Mount of Olives, he muses on the mystery of 
what’s to come at the end of this world as we know it. 
 



I imagine that dusk is settling on the Mount of Olives, along that quiet 
ridge outside of the eastern walls of Jerusalem, a place steeped with 
sacred history, both as an ancient Jewish burial ground, and as an 
ancient olive grove, the resilient olive trees there being among the 
oldest living things on earth, capable of living for thousands of years, 
and so, like many of the most beautiful graveyards, I imagine the 
Mount of Olives as a place where the precariousness and the brevity 
of the human lifespan is thrown into stark relief against the slowness 
and the seeming indifference of the things of nature—the rock, the 
tree, the sky, the hill. 
 
And so Jesus and his friends, they’re sitting around, wondering 
what’s next. They’ve seen some amazing things already, and they 
sense that something even greater might be about to happen. As the 
writer Frederick Beuchner has put it, “The extraordinary thing that is 
about to happen is matched only by the extraordinary moment just 
before it happens. Advent is the name of that moment,” and so Jesus 
and the disciples find themselves in something like their own season 
of Advent.  
 
And Jesus speaks to them in this Advent moment, in this moment 
between moments—pay attention, he says, listen, watch, wait, pray, 
be prepared, expect the unexpected.  
 
And so I imagine them rapt with attention, letting their eyes adjust to 
the growing darkness as the shadows lengthen under the olive grove. 
And then dusk comes and the sky gathers up and concentrates the 
light that remains. The earth stands still as the vaulted heavens 
above become intensely saturated with the rich colors of the day, the 
sky magnifying the last rays of light from blue to gold and pink and 
orange, before slowly yielding back to blue again, back to an all-
encompassing, deep, indigo darkness. Quietly, the darkness grows 
and spreads across the land, seeping even into the deepest reaches 
of the human psyche and soul—this is the all-healing, all-reconciling 
Advent darkness wherein our best dreams are born, a darkness 
which renews us and renews the world for the coming of a new day.  
 


