“Back to the Future” — Dec. 1, 2024
1t Sunday of Advent (Luke 21:25-36)

Have you watched the movie, Back to the Future? In this 1985 science-fiction
movie, Marty is sent back to 1955 accidentally in a time machine built by his
friend “Doc” Brown. Trapped 30 years back in time, Marty meets his future
parents in high school, meddles with the past, and desperately tries to find a way to
get back to the future in 1985, where he came from. Marty ultimately gets back to
the future — that is, to his present everyday life.

The expression “Back to the Future” implies great adventure and tension. In his
adventurous time travel to the past, the “future” Martin wants to return to is his
1985 present time. This film also contains a message not to take the ‘here and
now,’ the present life, for granted and neglect it. When Doc Brown met his fans, he
said, “Your future hasn't been written yet. No one’s has. Your future is whatever
you make it, so make it a good one.”

Today is the first Sunday of Advent. Can you believe it’s already Advent? Advent
is the “new year” of the Christian year. Instead of January 1%, the Christian year
always begins with the first Sunday of Advent. Ironically, the primary focus of
Advent beginning is the end of time. In this season of Advent, we prepare for the
coming of baby Jesus in Bethlehem the mystery of God’s dwelling with us in Jesus
Christ. During the Advent season, we wait and become ready to “look back” and
celebrate the birth of baby Jesus. At the same time, Advent is the time for us to
“look forward” to the second coming of Christ.! Advent is a “Back to the Future”
season that embraces “look back™ and “look forward,” “already” and “not yet” or
“beginning” and “ending.”

Most of all, Advent is all about our deep longing for the coming of God's final
reign. That’s why we read Jesus’ proclamation of the end time on the opening
Sunday of Advent in each lectionary year.

Today’s reading includes the cosmic signs that precede the coming of the reign of
God. As the sign of God’s fulfilling promise, people will see the shaking of heaven
and earth in perplexity, anxiety, and fear. After passing all of these signs heralding
the end time, people will see the Son of Man coming in a cloud with power and
great glory. Clouds often mean God’s presence in the Bible. In this way, Jesus
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urged the disciples not to fear but to “stand up and raise their heads,” because the
cosmic signs for the faithful meant their redemption was drawing near.

Among the early Christians, the coming of the risen Christ often meant the end of
persecution. Whenever | read about the second coming of Jesus, | hear a lingering
song, “Jesus comes anyway, Jesus comes anyway!” in my heart’s ear. When | lived
in Rhode Island, | accompanied several groups of youths and young adults to the
theatre over the years to watch a play called “Kwanza Song.” Kwanzaa Song dealt
with the most painful history of African descendants, but it was filled with singing,
dancing, Christmas carols, and Kwanzaa songs. It was an uplifting play of faith,
courage, and hope.

In the play, when Africans were forcibly brought to America on slave ships, the
young spirit Azu followed them. Azu continually reminded the Africans of their
human dignity and proud history, encouraging them not to lose hope. One of the
moving songs they sang together was “Jesus Comes Anyway.” For them, the
coming of Jesus was a powerful sign of liberation and hope.

“Stand up and lift up your heads! Your redemption is at hand!” Jesus encouraged
his disciples to sing a song of hope, too. For the faithful, the herald for the end time
was always the good news! Using the image of “fig tree and all the trees,” Jesus
also invited the disciples to notice that Kin-dom of God for all is close at hand.

If you read the Bible carefully, you can find common messages regarding the end
time: God’s coming to us is certain, but we don’t know when and how. If you hear
someone say, “when and how,” please know that’s not biblical at all. The Bible
invites us to be always prepared, without calculating God’s time in which “one day
is like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like one day.” (2 Peter 3:8)

To become better prepared for the coming of God’s reign, let us listen to Jesus’
assurance and invitation attentively:

“Be on guard so that your hearts are not weighed down with dissipation and
drunkenness and the worries of this life, and that day does not catch you
unexpectedly, like a trap. For it will come upon all who live on the face of the
whole earth. Be alert at all times, praying that you may have the strength to escape
all these things that will take place, and to stand before the Son of Man.”

Jesus encourages us to be always mindful instead of being dissipated, to be alert
(on guard) instead of being drunken, and to pray instead of becoming anxious or



worrying! Prayer strengthens our spiritual muscle for trust in God. Fred Craddock,
who taught preaching and New Testament at Emory University, interprets the same
passage as an invitation to “keep our souls athletically trim, free of the weight of
the excessive and useless.”? For Fred, the message of the second coming of Christ
Is an invitation to live today as a gift from God, in a way that anticipates eventually
standing in the presence of the Son of Man.

The message is clear. For the faithful who follow Jesus’ invitation, the shaking of
heaven and earth won’t be a day for panic, fear, and distress, but a day of grace.
Grace does not mean an “automatic exemption” from the anxiety, worry, and
distress experienced by all people.® By God’s grace, we still step forward to
respond to the call of God, who is with us amid our mindless, anxious, and fearful
daily routines.

Advent reminds us that the future is in God’s hands and our adventurous “Back to
the Future” is always here and now. Our memory of the coming of a child in
Bethlenhem shapes us into who we are in the present time. Our hope for the coming
of Christ in the future also makes us who we are here and now.

When we begin our yearly journey by recalling the end of time, we can prioritize
what is important to us, opening ourselves to the coming of Jesus in our ‘here and
now’ as well as in God’s mysterious time. Advent is a time for waiting with hope
and deep trust in God. Henri Nouwen once said, “Waiting is choosing to hope that
something is happening for us that is far beyond our own imaginings. It is giving
up control over our future and letting God define our life. It is living with the
conviction that God molds us in love, holds us in tenderness, and moves us away
from the sources of our fear.”

Nouwen continues, “Our spiritual life is a life in which we wait, actively present to
the moment, expecting that new things will happen to us, new things that are far
beyond our imagination or prediction.” Henry invites us to take this “very radical
stance toward life in a world preoccupied with control.”* Waiting and hoping is an
adventure of faith.
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Advent is a season for hoping and waiting. Waiting is not always easy, because
many other things do interfere. That’s why we should remember and follow Jesus’
invitation to be always mindful and not dissipated, to be on guard and not be
drunken, and to pray and not become anxious or worried, especially in this time of
Advent. John Wesley was once asked what he would do if he knew the Lord would
return the next day. He said, “I would do what I do now.” Wesley was a person
who lived out his “yes” to Jesus when Jesus told him to keep awake every moment.

In this adventurous “Back to the Future” season, let us slow down, pause, and wait.
Advent season reminds us that we are in God’s steadfast love, which was and
continues to be embodied in the life of Jesus. Longing, hoping, and waiting for the
second coming of Jesus Christ, let us slowly breathe in and out the breath of the
Holy Spirit. When you breathe in, you may say “Let God.” When you breathe out,
you may say “Let go.” ... “Let God, let go!” ...

Are you ready to embark on a “Back to the Future” journey this Advent season?
Rooted deeply in God, who guides and nourishes us in every “here and now”
moment, let us open our hearts with trust and hope. We are invited to live out
God’s love, grace, justice, and peace by proclaiming, “Jesus comes anyway!” By
doing so, we will ultimately find ourselves in the presence of Jesus Christ, who
embodies God’s self-giving love and is our eternal source of life. Amen? | invite
all God's people to say, “Amen!”



