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Last Sunday, I invited you to consider how we might imagine the kingdom of God 
into existence.  That is our task, this Advent, every Advent, and always, to dream 
of a better world and to live in harmony with that dream, as we wait for the coming 
of God in our midst.   

A couple weeks ago I was having coffee with a friend and I found myself walking 
across the coffee shop with a very full cup and hoping not to spill any.  Or at least 
not to spill too much.  I remembered something I hear a long time ago—it’s better 
to look where you’re going in that situation than it is to look at the level of coffee 
in your cup.  I tried it and it worked.  I spilled no coffee—so it was a red letter day 
for me.   

It occurs to me that I’ve heard that same principle in a number of different 
contexts—the idea that you focus on your goal, your endpoint, rather than 
worrying and second guessing where you are right now.  When I was in college, I 
told a more artistically inclined friend that I literally have trouble drawing a 
straight line.  She shared with me what her father told her, that the thing to do is to 
look at the point on the page where the pencil needs to end up, as you draw the line 
toward that point.  You don’t focus on where the pencil is, but on where it needs to 
be.  I’m not going to win any prizes in architectural drawing since learning that, 
but it helps. 

And maybe the most counterintuitive thing I heard along these lines was about 
driving on ice.  I just read recently that when driving on snow and ice, when you 
feel the car slipping or fishtailing, the best thing to do is not look at the guardrail or 
the snowbank you are about to run into, let alone the car in the other lane you’re 
terrified you might hit.  The best thing to do is to look at the place in the road 
where you want the car to go.  Apparently, if we look where we want to go, we 
have a tendency to do the things that need to be done to get there—ease up on the 
brake, hold onto the steering wheel, whatever.   

This seems to be an all-encompassing life lesson—keep your eyes on the prize.  
Stay focused on where we want to get to.  That seems to be our best bet for 



actually arriving there.  With the coffee still in the cup and the pencil still on the 
page.   

And surely that’s what we are urged to do while awaiting the kingdom of God.  To 
focus on the vision, the endpoint, the dream of the future.  To focus on where we 
long to end up, and direct our lives accordingly.   

It sounds easy, but of course it’s almost impossible to do it every minute of every 
day.  If we knew that Jesus was coming tomorrow, sure, we’d live different lives 
today.  If we knew even approximately when God might intervene in our world--
the way that we know that sometime in the next few months cold weather will be 
here, and it will snow—if we knew as much about the coming reign of God as we 
do about the weather--then we would prepare ourselves, the way we prepare for 
winter.  Except with hope and not with the dread many of us feel as the 
temperatures drop.  

But we don’t know.  Jesus makes a huge point of this, and yet throughout history 
groups of Christians have managed to claim they did know.  The world was 
supposed to end or the Christ to return in 1914, or 1941, or 1969 or 1979, 
depending on whom you asked.  The list of people willing to set a date on the end 
of the world have included such luminaries as Christopher Columbus, Cotton 
Mather, Jim Jones, Charles Manson, Hal Lindsey, and Jerry Falwell.  What do all 
these men have in common?  They were all wrong.   

Though no one wants to sympathize with Jim Jones or Charles Manson, we can 
understand the impulse of Cotton Mather and Jerry Falwell, at least.  In other 
passages, Jesus urges us to read the signs of the coming end.  The way we read the 
fruit tree’s readiness to bear fruit, he tells us (Mt 24:34-39), that’s how you can 
read the coming of the kingdom.  Or we are to watch for the abominating sacrilege 
(Mark 13:14) to be set up in our midst.  We have that urge, to read the signs in our 
own world.  To see the forest fires and floods and famines as the predicted shaking 
of the world’s foundations.   

In part we want to predict the time because it would give us warning.  Maybe we 
could relax a little now and love our neighbor starting tomorrow, if Jesus isn’t 
coming until Tuesday, let’s say.  We would love to know when, but as much as we 
are urged to read the signs, we are also specifically and repeatedly and 
emphatically told, “But about that day and hour no one knows, neither the angels 
of heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.”  Even Jesus didn’t know, in other 



words.  Our call is to live toward a vision, a future, while we don’t know, at all, 
when or even how it’s coming.   

With our eyes on that mysterious future, we step out in faith, onto a path we cannot 
see until it is under our feet.  We await first of all a negation of what is—the sun 
and moon will go dark, there will be earthquakes and famines, wars and rumors of 
wars.  Only after all that do we come to a dream of what can be.  What we are not 
given is a roadmap from here to there.  We are not informed about how long it 
takes to move from total disaster to the world that Jesus, the king who empowers, 
would rule. 

Maybe it’s ok if we see the disasters of our world, the bad news, as the breaking in 
of God’s kingdom.  It’s great, in fact, if it gives us the sense of urgency we need in 
order to actually live according to the rule of love.  It would be awful, though, if a 
sense that the world is imploding led us to resignation, to a sense that this is how it 
has to be and there’s nothing we can do about it.  Jesus made disciples who would 
teach and heal and baptize; he had no use for anyone who wanted to sit back and 
watch the world burn.   

Right now, just to choose one headline, there is a famine worsening in Somalia.  
War and climate change are leaving a population to starve.  Is that a sign of the end 
times?  Maybe.  Whether it is or not, our response has to be compassion, love, 
help, healing, food.  And maybe as a species, humanity might get enough urgency 
from this kind of crisis that we learn to defuse wars and to slow climate change 
down before the next crisis happens.   

We need to look around our world for evidence that a better way of life is possible, 
for signs not only of the negation, destruction, implosion of what is, but also of the 
possibilities that could be.  Two of those promising signs spring immediately to my 
mind.  Developing countries—Haiti, Madagascar, Somalia-- contributed least to 
global warming because they were not yet industrialized, but they are suffering the 
most from climate change and lack the resources to deal with it.  That’s the bad 
news.  The amazingly good news though is the UN has just agreed to a plan for the 
industrialized nations help developing countries deal with the effects of warmer 
temperatures and rising sea levels.  The fact that there is international cooperation 
that realizes we are all in the same boat—that must be how the kingdom of God is 
going to work.  In the kingdom of God, people understand that to help ourselves 
we have to help other people.   



Secondly, and much closer to home, our Thanksgiving dinner here at the church.  
It’s a moment when we get it right.  The doors are open, the table is set. Anyone 
can come, and they do.  The meal is free, some people bring food, others bring 
their appetites and we’re delighted to see all of them.  People who would be home 
alone are gathered to eat a feast.  People who would be frantically hosting become 
guests instead.  It’s an amazing metaphor for the feast of the beloved community, 
for the new wine of the kingdom of God.  If we live with that meal in mind—
making each decision and each human interaction harmonize with the harmony of 
that table—then I think we will be getting ready for the kingdom of God, whenever 
it comes.   

 


