DO YOU KNOW WHAT TIME IT IS?

Sermon for the First Sunday in Advent, December 2, 2007

Readings: Isaiah 2;1-5; Psalm 122; Romans 13;11-14; Matthew 24:36-44

Sermon text: You know what time it is, how it is now the moment for you to wake from sleep. Romans 13:11

This morning, the first Sunday in Advent, is a good time to ask the question: Do you know what time it is? And I don’t mean, do you know how many shopping days are left until Christmas.

Paul, in his letter to the Romans, reminds them that they know what time it is--time to wake up, “for salvation is nearer to us than when we became believers; the night is far gone, the day is near.” He means the day of the Lord’s coming again in power, the day of salvation, the day that from another perspective is the Day of Judgment. That will be the day when the train leaves the station. And that day is coming closer

When will it be here? 

That depends. For one thing what kind of time are we talking about? The Greeks, typically, made some useful distinctions and used two words for time we might find helpful to consider.

Chronos

One word is chronos, from which we get the word chronological. Chronos is calendar time, clock time. The cycles of the seasons, the cycle of the day. It is based on the daily turning of the earth and the yearly trip of the earth around the sun. It is the time I can tell by looking at my watch, my checking the calendar, by looking outside. 

We are all bound within this flow of time—and especially for those of us who live far from the equator the changing seasons provide a genuine sense of the yearly passing. Each day has its time for work and sleep, eating and moving and resting. Different cultures then parse the pace of time in various ways. We are heirs of a Sabbath clock, revealed, so we believe, to the Jews through the law given to Moses. The fourth commandment is a commandment about time: “remember the Sabbath Day and keep it holy. Six days you shall labor and do all your work. But the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God, you shall not do any work…For in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, the sea and all that is in them, but rested the seventh day” (Exodus 19:8-11). Even God took a break, therefore we ought to too. Thus the Jews bequeathed to the world this wonderful and rich practice of taking a day off once a week to rest, reflect and worship. 

And, need I say it, I think we are in desperate need of reasserting the Sabbath practice of actually taking a break from our busy-ness, of gathering the family for a meal, for going to worship, and to rest. 

Our fundamental calendar rhythm in its daily, weekly and seasonal cycles is in danger of becoming unbroken in its demands. We’re now open for business 24/7/365; things are wired around the world. James Glick wrote a book a couple of years ago called Speed. He observes how the pace of life is changing rapidly. Remember using a rotary phone? Can you imagine waiting so long now to dial a number (tick tick tick)? A little closer to now, remember waiting for dial up internet connections to download a file? We acclimate so quickly to the convenience of speed. Now the rage is multitasking. But an article in The Times a few days pointed out that research is showing there are losses as well as gains to the new era of connectivity and multitasking. The ability to covert short tem memory to long term is lowered when multitasking. Focus and comprehension are compromised (you getting this, you students text-messaging on your phones during class or watching your IM screen while doing homework?). But this is no new thing. Ever since the printing press, that innovation in data storage and transmission, the faculty of memory has been eroded. Oral cultures teach fantastic feats of memorization. Now we can outsource all our incredible deluge of information, and retrieve it via computer search, but is it there in our heart, the way old memorized poems and songs are? Spend some time, therefore, in rest, with family, in worship, in reflection. Use time wisely and pay attention—this is the point of the fourth commandment, given to us, as all of them are, for own good.

Kairos

Now chronos time is one kind of time, a horizontal flow—although set in various rhythms. But the Greeks also a word for God’s time, kairos. Think of it as the vertical dimension of time. 

In preparation for our special service on December 16 I have been reading the sermons of Lancelot Andrewes, one of the great preachers of the English church—he was King James favorite and preached the major holidays before the king for twenty years and one of the principal translators of the King James Version of the Bible. T.S. Eliot dedicated a book of essays in his memory (For Lancelot Andrewes) as well as lifted some lines from one of Christmas sermons for his poem “The Magi” (“A cold coming they had of it, in the very dead of winter…”). Though that is a great sermon, my favorite so far is a Christmas sermon Andrewes preached on Galatians 4:4-5: “But when the fullness of time had come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under the law, in order to redeem those who were under the law, in order that we might  receive adoption as children.”

Andrewes sermon begins with his observation: If, “when the fullness of time” came, “God sent his Son,” then when “God sent his Son” is “the fullness of time” come.

And he proceeds to spend the next eight pages unpacking what the fullness of time really means. “Now God hath made all thing sin measure; and if all things then time, Yea time itself is by the Apostle called mensura temporis, the measure of time. As then all other measures have theirs, so the measure of time also hath his fullness, when it receiveth so much as the capacity will contain no more. So time is a measure; it hath a capacity; that hath a fullness.

And when is it when that time thus cometh to his fullness? Quando misit Deus, when God sends it, for time receives his filling from God. Of itself time is but an empty measure, hath nothing in it. Many days and months run over our heads…empty days, void months, without any thing to fill them.”

…That which filleth time is some memorable thing of God’s pouring into it”; and here Andrewes speaks of the “many memorable missions” that God has sent, notably Moses and the prophets. “But for all of them, the time was not yet full;  filled perhaps to a certain degree, but not full to the brim, full it was not seeing that it might be fuller still, till God sent…his Son, a fuller than whom he could not send, nor time receive. Therefore with the sending him when that was, time was at his top, that was the quando venit, then it was plentudo temporis, the fullness of time.”

Beautiful use of language, isn’t it? (Just a taste to whet your appetite for the Sundown Service December 16th.) Now Andrewes sense of the fullness of time is a sense of the kairos of God. God coming into the world of time, of an event that changes the way things are, that breaks time up, that knocks us down or renews us. This kairos moment can come at any time; indeed, as Jesus says, it will come at an unexpected time; therefore be prepared, alert.

Krisis

And where the two intersect, at the crossing, is the time of krisis, another Greek word, from which we get, of course, the word crisis. It means the time for decision, the moment of choice, the time of judgment. Two lovers are on a train platform. The one is leaving, will the other join? He is off to a new world, will she leave her home, the world she knows and venture all to be with him? The conductor calls out, the bells rings, the door begins to close. Now is the time. Choose this day. This is the time of krisis.

At this point a Baptist minister might set up an altar call—and so I will, but as an Episcopalian, in a sacramental church, it will be in the form of a call to the altar of our Lord to join him in Holy Communion. I call you to come to the altar in prayer, with a choice made in your heart: to join with our Lord, to go where he leads, to set our life into the rhythm of his. Each in our own way passes through the bumps of time. Don’t pass through empty; fill the time with love and truth and beauty. You know what time it is.  Don’t you?
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