
Open or Closed?  --  1AdventB 
 

       In the second century BCE, the Seleucid Emperor 
Antiochus forbade the practice of all religions except 
his own. For the Jews, that meant no temple activities 
of any kind; it was illegal to own a copy of the Torah. 
The apocalyptic Book of Daniel was written as a 
response to this enemy. Daniel provided a heroic 
example of how to remain faithful under an 
oppressive tyranny, in his case, that of the 
Babylonians, who had laid waste to Jewish 
civilization four hundred years earlier and carted 
many of them into exile, Daniel included. The ancient 
story of Daniel’s faithfulness in the face of oppression 
helped second-century Jews believe that their faith 
had meaning and purpose in the face of 
overwhelming conditions.  
 
       In the first century CE, what we used to call AD, 
Mark’s gospel was written down around the year 70, 
when Roman rulers had become fed up with Jewish 
opposition and systematically destroyed Jerusalem 
and its Jewish culture yet again, leaving the city in 
utter ruin and its few survivors scattered. In the 
portion of Mark’s gospel I just read, Jesus not only 
predicts the destruction of the temple that would 
come to pass even before the generation that knew 
him in person had died out, he invokes the same 
language and imagery as Daniel to do so.  



       “But in those days, after that suffering, the sun 
will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light, 
and the stars will be falling from heaven, and the 
powers in the heavens will be shaken. Then they will 
see ‘the Son of Man coming in clouds’ with great 
power and glory. Then he will send out the angels, 
and gather his elect from the four winds, from the 
ends of the earth to the ends of heaven.”  

       As in the time of the Babylonians, as in the time 
of Antiochus the Seleucid, so too in the face of the 
Roman apocalypse, there is a Godly attitude to take, a 
way to behave, a faith to preserve no matter what is 
going on in the world. The predictions of destruction 
and portents of divine appearance that run through 
apocalyptic literature function not as prophecies 
about future events so much as descriptive 
instructions about how to be in the present.  As 
Christopher Hutson has noted, “It turns out the 
enemy is not any one empire; all political and 
economic powers are liable to be coopted by Satan. 
They seek their own worldly agendas at the expense 
of ordinary people. These powers lull us to sleep (or 
convince us of the urgency of their purposes) by 
reassuring us that they have our best interests at 
heart. They play on our fears, our prejudices and self-
interests so we do not notice their demonic 
behaviors; beware!”  
 



       What are the signs for which we might look? 
What are the ways we might be said to be dozing off? 
It seems like this time of year, we get less sleep than 
ever – it’s dark by mid-afternoon, and it’s still dark 
when we get up for work. End of year accounting, 
favorite traditions, recognitions, festivities, activities, 
shopping, it all involves energetic wakefulness, not 
negligent torpor.  The question for Advent is: are we 
looking forward to and preparing for the arrival of 
God, who has left us in charge of the shop here, or are 
we just trying to get ready for Christmas? When 
Jesus comes, we may not be caught napping, but will 
we be caught shopping? 
 
       A wise person once said, “The deeper your 
prayers echo in your own consciousness, the more 
audible they are to God.” So looking at and listening 
to our own inner voices can give us clues about our 
spiritual wakefulness in the face of today’s sleep-
inducing demons: excessive consumption, self-
centeredness, isolationism, xenophobia and 
scapegoating, to name a few.  

       Are we praying, with the prophet Isaiah for God 
to “come among us, to tear open the heavens and 
come down, so that the mountains quake at your 
presence— as when fire kindles brushwood and the 
fire causes water to boil?” Do we look for ways to 
acknowledge: “O Lord, we are the clay, and you are 



our potter; we are all the work of your hand. We are 
all your people?” Are we eager, as Donna Henes has 
urged, to “remember that we are part of the vastly 
diverse and potentially functional family of humanity 
-- relatives, kin, clan, mishpocheh, mitakuye oyasin, 
(as the Sioux say);  kissing cousins to all the 
inhabitants of the Universe?” 

       Or do our prayers more closely resemble the 
effort to stay aloof and protected from God’s light 
and influence that Elizabeth Stoddard reveals in her 
poem, Closed? 
 

“Who knows the miracle that brings the morn? 
Still in my house I linger, though the night— 
The night that hides me from myself is gone. 

Light robes the world, but strips me bare again. 

Rise, morning, rise, for those believing souls 
Who seek completion in day’s garish light. 

My casement I will close, keep shut my door, 
Till day and night are only dreams to me.” 

 

       Psalm #80, which we sang together today, is full 
of verbs, action words for God’s behavior, that is: 
prayers.  As we move through Advent together, we 
can hold in our hearts the balance between times of 



chaos and confusion and times of peace and 
assurance; times of yore when other powers seemed 
to prevail, and times up yonder when all will be just 
and perfect.  Each moment affords each one of us the 
opportunity to say: 

       “Come, Give ear , Shine forth, Stir up, Restore, 
Turn again, Let your face shine, Look down, See, 
Have regard, Give life,” and mean it…or not. 

       The so-called “end times” have always been and 
will always be, as long as we can think on the reality 
of God’s presence in Christ. From the fig tree learn its 
lesson: its branch is tender; its leaves are sprouting; 
summer is near; you know that God is near, at the 
very gates. This generation will not pass away until 
all has taken place.  

       Our prayers will tell us whether we really want 
the heavens to open up, whether we really want the 
hour and day to come wherein all things are made 
new, all Creation is equally honored and God made 
flesh makes sense. What are we praying for? 
 

 

             

 
 


