Lutheran Eschatology 
In the Letters and Sermons of Herman Sasse

Advent Anticipation
“They will see the Son of Man coming in the clouds with power and great glory. Now when these things begin to take place, straighten up and raise your heads, because your redemption is drawing near” [Luke 21:27-28]. This is our entry into Advent. Two realities are held together: this present world which will end and the new creation that has come and is coming. We live on the threshold. We live between the times, neither here nor there. As St. Augustine once perceptibly said, “Cain built a city, but Abel, being a sojourner built none. For the city of the saints is above, although here below it begets citizens, in whom it sojourns till the time of its reign arrives, when it shall gather together all in the day of the resurrection; and then shall the promised kingdom be given to them, in which they shall reign with their Prince, the King of the Ages, time without end.”
 Advent is not limited to the four Sundays before Christmas. It has happened, is happening, and it will happen. We are living and yet we will die. We have died and yet we will live. “We men belong to two aeons, two worlds, the old word of death, which we still live in, and the new world to which we have been rescued, but in which we do not yet live”

We are time-bound and timeless creatures. The clock ticks, the bell tolls, death strikes with its seemingly last chord. The curtain is drawn, the casket is closed, Eden’s expulsion is relived over and over again. Indeed, time waits for no man, but it stands still for the God who became man. Eternity and time exists in the advent of our God. The Son of God begotten of the Father from all eternity, Son of Man, born of the Virgin Mary is our Lord, is our Christ. He is the embodiment of all that we were, all that we are, and all that we will be. Heaven and earth kiss as He brings light to those who sit in darkness, righteousness to the unrighteous, hope to the mourner, life and immortality to the dead. “We may never forget the presence of Christ, His divine and human nature, is always an eschatological miracle in which time and eternity meet.”
 
Theologically speaking, we are never late to church. Rather we enter into the mysteries of Christ by which we are ushered into salvation by the stewards of the mysteries. Our eyes see and our ears hear what no man can see and hear of himself. A new day dawns upon us even as we stand in the old one. The simple water of the tap poured upon our heads is yet a deluge of regeneration and rebirth. The flimsy wafer that we eat, the sips of wine that we swallow, is earthly yet heavenly, is mortal sustenance yet the immortal flesh and blood of Christ, given to us sin bound and time bound creatures to eat and to drink. All this, so that our heads would be lifted up from the dust of the earth to see that our redemption is drawing near and to obtain the glory and the light of the dawning age which is to come.  

“In Baptism and in the Lord Supper we are already given what belongs to the coming world. As often as the church gathers around the table of the Lord it is already the ‘day of the Lord,’ that is, the day of the Messiah (cf. Amos 5:18), the day of His return. This is the original meaning of Sunday as the ‘day of the Lord,’ on which John (Rev 1:9ff) in the Spirit could participate in the heavenly Divine service, while the churches of Asia were gathered for the Lord’s Supper (cf. 3:20). Sunday is an anticipation of the parousia.”

The paradox of Advent, however, still eludes us. We don’t wait, yet we wait. Children and adults alike express with great emotion, “waiting is hard.” We wait and wonder beneath a load of unanswered questions, of open wounds, of scabs that the old evil foe continues to pick at. “In between the times, the suffering and groaning of the creatures of the old world are experienced in painful contradiction to the creation originally created by the promise.”
 Advent is agonizing, for it is a time of waiting and watching. We wait in darkness and we watch for the coming light. We wait in a world that has stopped listening, that has ended, and we watch and listen for the world that is speaking new life and is to come. We wait in the not-knowing and we watch for the One who knows. We wait with the promise and watch for its fulfillment.  
“The Church has a special relationship to time. She can wait. For nineteen centuries, she has sung in her liturgy, “Hosanna to the Son of David! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” [Mat 21:9]. For nineteen centuries, she has raised her heart up to he who comes to judge the living and the dead. For nineteen centuries, she has prayed: ‘Amen. Come, Lord Jesus!’ [Rev. 20:22b]. And she has heard the answer: ‘Surely I am coming soon’ [Rev 22:20a]. For nineteen centuries she has had to hear the mocking question: ‘Where is the promise of his coming? For ever since the fathers fell asleep, all things are continuing as they were from the beginning of creation’ [2 Peter 3:4]. And through all these centuries, even to this very day, she has had no other answer than the comforting and admonishing word of the New Testament concerning the time of Christendom: ‘But do not overlook this one fact, beloved, that with the Lord one day is as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day. The Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise as some count slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all should reach repentance” [2 Peter 3:8-9]. God has patience with us. And so the Church patiently waits.”
 
We wait upon the Lord, upon His grace. But to wait upon the Lord is not merely to mark the passage of time. Rather it is to live in confident expectation of His action on our behalf. It is the opposite of self-help. Waiting in Christ is a disciplined reliance on God through faith. We are either wearied in the pursuit and hollow security of false gods or we wait upon the Lord’s power and compassion that gives us new strength and new life.   
Discussion 

· Do we think of Advent as being only a season of the Church year or the posture of the entire Christian life? 

· Reflect on St. Augustine’s words, “Cain built a city, but Abel, being a sojourner built none.”
· How are Baptism and the Lord’s Supper an eschatological reality?
The Lost Language of Confession

On Christmas Eve and Day the world fills the pews. What brings them there is anyone’s guess. So the world enters the holy place of God not knowing that they stand on holy ground, that they have just entered a new world of gifted mystery, a timeless eon of endless joy. But the confession of the faith has lost its taste in the mouth of secularization. “A single illness threatens the Lutheran Churches of the world. It is the very secularization of the church itself”
 We must understand that confession has everything to do with the truth and its division from error. The truth belongs to the world which is alive and is to come. The error lies with the world that is dying and is dead. Whether a long time churchgoer or a newly enveloped member, the soul wonders:
“Will this proclamation be understood at all in our time…How long will it be until a generation has grown up that is not able to sing ‘Daughter of Zion, Rejoice’ and Jerusalem, O City Fair and High?’ How soon will the knowledge of the Bible, the knowledge of the O.T. become so small that there won’t be one out of two experts who will know any longer how it looked in the temple and what happened there? Does the church have any other option other than to teach our young people?
 
But the current of the old world is strong. It is sweeping away the truth along with the babes of our churches. Not long ago a friend turned to me and said, “This will probably be the last generation of youth in my church.” Church without families, without children is indeed a distressing thought. Perhaps we look around and wonder where are the nine who have been healed, who have been baptized, catechized, knelt at the communion rail? We must not forget that confession is always a matter of the truth. The certainty of anything, the truth that the world must confess against itself is the great fear of the world. It is what keeps the world steadfast in muddling the minds of our minors till they no longer can say with their lips, “This is most certainly true.” In1952 Herman Preus sent a letter to his friend Herman Sasse detailing the loss of truth, the paltry desire to confess our dogma, and the old world philosophies that had crept into the minds of the young. 
“I am afraid we have come to a point in American Lutheranism where we no longer dare discuss controversial doctrines. There is a deep concern in all our hearts for outward unity, but with that there often goes, as you know doctrinal differences (read ‘indifference’) and even compromise on truth. The concern for the truth has lost its power in our country, not least because of the philosophy of government and the corruption in government that we have seen for the last two decades. It reaches all the way down into the church because the young people are educated into this kind of philosophy. God help us to be fearless in our presentation of the truth and in our battle against falsehood.”

The fight is fierce, the warfare is long. And looking into the future is a scary thing without Him who is our future, Jesus Christ, the coming one. Certainly we have much to joy over despite the internal disputes of our local parishes and all the posturing and politics of American Lutheranism. In the face of shrinking numbers, of countless funeral processions, and in the world’s mocking that we are simply clerical drug pushers giving eschatological opiates about a new world that is never coming, we dare to confess in such a hostile environment with the saints living and departed, with the Una Sancta, that we can wait. The ticking of the clock doesn’t frighten us. The numbers, the statistics, they don’t bother us. They are only the world’s measuring stick, a penultimate judgment that has no ultimate significance, at least not to Christ’s Body.  The living stones that arise in bright array theirs is the kingdom come, theirs is the mystery of the crown beneath the cross, and there inlay the reason for why they can wait: the promise that is wrapped in a cradle is the eschaton, the new heavens and the new earth.   

‘Therefore lift up your drooping hand and strengthen your weak knees’ [Heb 12:12]. Here is the Church, wherever she lives, learns about who her Lord is, about whom she waits for despite all disappointment. And she can wait for him because he is with her. That is the mystery of the expectation of the Early Church. She could wait, because she was with him, hidden under the means of grace in the Lord’s Supper. That is the mystery of the coming Christ.”
 
Discussion 

· Why at Christmas do people flood into Church?  Is it a cultural thing? Is it pure emotionalism?
· Why does the truth scare the world and those who live in it? 
· Do the numbers, the statistics, of church attendance, nag you? Frighten you? 
· Why can the Church wait? Why can’t the world wait? 
Are You Coming? 
So, “Jesus was a swell guy but as far as His messiahship He was an imposter, a fake, a pretender,” the world says. “The whole modern world of the last two centuries deduced: he must have been a great teacher, but even so, he was not what the New Testament says he was. Millions of millions of men in every land have lost their faith since the world war.”
 Inexplicable suffering, untold numbers of ruined and dead lives, alongside a rampant secularization, not only leads to a dismissal of dogma, it leads to great quandary, even apostasy at the religious soaked hands of the Antichrist. 
“Are you the one who is to come, or shall we look for another. The question of who Jesus is is never a theoretical question. It is a question of life. Has he ever heard a drowning person cry for help? With a voice that is no more than a man’s voice? Has he heard a seriously wounded solider cry for a paramedic on the battlefield? Does he know this voice? That is John’s question.”
 
Contrary to popular belief, people want real answers to their real questions. They don’t want you simply to understand, to hold their hand and tell them it’s going to be “ok” when you and they know its not. They don’t want or need the burden laid squarely on their back; they need it carried for them. They don’t want to be directed inside themselves for that is where their hell and turmoil is. They need someone who is going to do for them what they cannot do for themselves, for the ones they love who are languishing. 
Especially during the seasons of Advent and Christmas we take great pains to draw fine lines in our preaching and teaching. We ensure that we do not disenchant the magical and nostalgic character that seems to have wrapped everyone in a cocoon of merriment and good tidings. We are also deeply aware of those in our parishes for whom the midweek Advent dinners are now a place setting for only one, that family gatherings are often forced entanglements with clenched teeth, and that the bells of Christmas morning have long ago gone silent. Lost and lonely sheep laying in nursing homes, in isolated dwelling places, no family to visit, no joy as their bodies continue to be sown in weakness and depression, surrounded by feelings squarely fixed backward on what was and what could have been. These ones are never far from our minds, even our visits and eschatological gifts that gift them with sins forgiven, with the promise that the Christ child is born for them, for a future that they can’t see or feel, yet is ever so weakly grasped by the pregnable promise of the new heavens and the new earth. As happy and as joyful as the seasons of Advent and Christmas are, it’s often a muddle mess of emotions, of looking backward and not forward, of forgetting the eschatological miracle. The preached Word embodies the glorious body we cannot see, the future life that is cobwebbed by the past and the gospel joy that answers and fulfills all the Law’s accusations.   

“All preaching is preaching of the last things when it is preaching of the Gospel. And no preaching is preaching of the last things if it is not preaching of the pure Gospel—even if it were the exposition of nothing else but the Revelation of St. John and other eschatological texts of Holy Scripture. How can anyone proclaim the Lord’s death without a thought of His coming again [1 Cor 11:26]?”
 
If Advent, and chiefly Christmas, are only seen as rear-view looking occasions we will completely miss the new creation that awaits us in Christ. He comes not only to forgive and comfort, restore and make glad, but He is heaven incarnate among us, the city of God in our midst, our dwelling place for unnumbered generations. No where else is Christ grasped than in the Scriptures. No where else are the Scriptures brought to their eschaton than in Him who is wrapped in swaddling cloths and lying in a manager.   

“Everything we associate with the message of Advent, all the pretty poetical Advent customs to which our souls have clung since childhood, all the symbols of this charming season in the Church Year, the evergreen of the Advent wreaths with their burning candles, our children’s first Christmas carols and their blessed joy for the Christ child, all get their meaning from the message of Advent. Just as the Church of Jesus Christ has the duty to extinguish all the candles on the Christmas tree forever if they become a substitute for the true light, the illumination for every man, which came into the world and will be the light of the entire world on the greatest day of Jesus Christ for which we all wait. The Church lives on this message alone.”
 
Discussion 

· Is the secularization of the Church tied to the emotionalism of Advent and Christmas? Vise versa?
· How is John the Baptist’s question, “Are you the one to come,” our question, humanity’s question?
· Reflect on Sasse statement, “How can anyone proclaim the Lord’s death without a thought of His coming again”? 
· How do we often forget the eschatological promise and miracle during Advent and Christmas?  
The Antichrist’s Advent Affliction
The secularization of the Church and with it the world’s amnesia of the Antichrist being present now, and not just in the future, stokes the fires of the sinful creature to ignore the end of days and its eschatological voice of the Church. “When it is taught that the devil does not exist, he has achieved the propagation of his most dangerous triumph”
 So the world and its sinful creatures echo the prince of this world. It protests, “The proclamation is no longer relevant; no one can understand it. Man is definitely done with it: humanity of today is finished with it.”
 The world will never learn that it is over, that the end is now even though its prince and his devils still gasp with air. The world and the Antichrist will never take it lying down, that he has been defeated by a foolish cross by the God who hid himself in the most unlikely of places, on a cross as the condemned and crucified sinner of humanity. The world will never believe that through preaching, where the Word of promise is attached to bread and wine, there a new creation is born, a new creature resides awaiting their imperishable gift of final deliverance from the grave. “The most serious mistake of theological attempts to understand the age is the assumption that the gospel could somehow be made to appear relevant to old beings”
 The language of relevance can easily be a tool of the Antichrist.  
The kingdom, and its sons of the age to come, will suffer violence in this present and passing age. The world seethes as it methodically goes about shutting the mouths of prophets, apostles, martyrs, and servants of the Word who declare that last and final Word. These men don’t enjoy the popularity of the Church. They don’t dwell in the houses of kings. They have arisen with scars out of the wilderness, catacombs, battlefields and other sundry places, bearing the marks of Him who they preach. They have come from all ages to preach the coming age that will not stand for posturing, for double tongue talk, for hypocrisy unconfessed. While the judgment of the world is that great men are made, the judgment of Christ is that great men are fearful men, those who have nothing to loose for they have already gained everything in Him who has sent them to speak. St. John the Baptist was such a servant. He is an Advent preacher with an eschatological tongue.   
“We find this great man in the deepest misery of captivity. Now he has been locked behind the dungeon doors forever. Now his voice has been silenced. He would have stopped being God’s prophet if he had not also proclaimed God’s will and God’s justice to the powers of the world, even as the Church stops being Christ’s Church when she no longer dares to speak God’s eternal Word to the powers of the world. He dared to do this. He told one of the powers of the earth that the Sixth Commandment was meant for him also [Mat 14] and that the wrath of God would strike him for disregarding it with so called gentleman’s standard. Now he would be a casualty of the gentleman’s standard. Now ‘night is coming, when no one can work’ [John 9:4], but this was not the deepest misery, but the other, that God would not spare him the deep anxiousness through which he has led all his saints.”
  
We are not spared suffering and affliction. To think that we can be, to think we can make sense out of it, is purely of the Antichrist. With our flesh like putty in his hands the Antichrist slithers into Advent, he brings us to the brink of destruction as we beg the question that “echoes among humankind everywhere throughout history and until the end of the world: ‘Are you the one who is to come, or shall we look for another?’ ”
 This is Advent’s question. It’s a question that will not go away while we are in the fallen flesh. It’s a question that drives us headlong into Christmas, into a manger. It’s a question that plumbs the depths of this newborn light that enlightens all of humanity. It’s a question that is at the core of our human existence and our destiny, as those either ridden by God or ridden by the Antichrist. 
It’s given that the Antichrist is an end-times reality, but what is completely lost on many is that not only will he come then, he is here now. If we think the Antichrist is only an end-times figure then we have already lost the war. “The church will only be at the ready if it knows that the Antichrist is already in the world and that it is at every moment exposed to the full force of his attacks. If it does not know this, then it is hopelessly defenseless against him. This is the meaning of the apostolic warnings.”
 

Undoubtedly we underestimate the craftiness of the Antichrist. While the devil slithers upon the dust of the earth seeking to devour the confession of the incarnation of the Son of God, the Antichrist sits ever so stealthily in the seat of Christ. “In contrast with the devil, the Antichrist is religious. According to John, he comes with a message that sounds quite Christian. He affirms the Gospel, but he falsifies it.”
  The Antichrist has a presence that is most deeply embedded in natural man’s inclination to self-exalt himself in the things of God, all the while turning him into his own self-made god. “The highest art of the Antichrist is that he can make falling away a work of religious piety.”

At times there is deep feeling that Advent is a great disappointment. That the One who said He is coming has not yet come. Alongside this comes the fleshly needling of the Antichrist’s whisperings that He will never come, that what he said to our first parents in the garden is reversed from, “You won’t die,” to “You will die,” because no one is coming to save you. You are on your own so make yourself a god and save yourself.” Yet here is the miracle of Advent, of Christmas, of the entire Christian life that while we are asking the question we are gracefully greeted with the answer. Indeed, a free will is bound by the flesh and a bound will is freed by the Word made flesh.  

“Men who ask him, ‘Are you the one who is to come, or shall we look for another’? And while they are speaking to him, he begins to speak. And they understand the mystery of faith in him: ‘I believe that I cannot by my own reason or strength believe in Jesus Christ my Lord, or come to him, but the Holy Spirit has called me by the Gospel, enlightened me with his gifts, sanctified and kept me in the true faith. Men who have heard the words of Jesus, ‘You did not choose me, but I chose you’ [John 15:16]. They understand his silence, because we have not asked him, but he has asked us. He does not need to be justified by us, but we need to be justified by him. We are not his judge. He is our judge. We have not forgiven him. He has forgiven us. We do not decide to make him our Fuhrer. No he chooses to be our Lord.

Discussion 

· Do you agree that generally the Antichrist is chained in the minds of people to the end of times?
· How can trying to determine the course of our suffering be of the Antichrist?
· Is the Antichrist behind all questions of relevance? 
· Reflect on Sasse’s statement, “The Church stops being Christ’s Church when she no longer dares to speak God’s eternal Word to the powers of the world.”
· Reflect on Sasse’s statement, “The highest art of the Antichrist is that he can make falling away a work of religious piety.”
The Mystery of the Last Things
The simple inheritance of Advent, of Christmas, of Lutheran eschatology is μετάνοια. “Who still understands that the Advent of Jesus Christ has two sides? That we celebrate both his arrival in humility and his return in glory during Advent. Who understands that the Gospel and the Epistle for Advent call the Church and world to repentance because Advent is actually a time of great repentance in the Church?”
 A repentant heart knows that we have lost the beginning, that there is no going back, that Eden is lost, and that our future is grim and dark. We are stuck between that which we have lost and that of which we know nothing. And yet the repentant Church, the Advent Church, has its drooping head lifted by the One who journeys with them, in them, and for them, flesh of their flesh and bone of their bone.

“This Church is a congregation of poor sinners wandering through the centuries of history, despised and abused by the world. No one but God sees any glory in it, because the world does not understand what she keeps in her hands. The world does not understand this truth they retain from century to century and millennium to millennium because it is the mystery of God”
   

The mystery of time and eternity, of unbelief and faith, of end and beginning, of death and life, is that God became flesh. It is the mystery of love embodied in suffering, in death that it would end in life. The hour of death, at the end of life, the poor sinner has nothing to say but only that which he has heard in his ear from the servants who faithfully delivered unto him the mysteries of the faith. “I baptize you in the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.” I, a called and ordained servant of the Word announce the grace of God unto you, and by the command of my Lord Jesus Christ I forgive you all your sins in the Name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” “Take eat, this is My body given for you. Take drink this is My blood shed for you for the forgiveness of all your sins.” 
The mystery of the last things lays before us a question that we continue to try and avoid. Even worse,  we try to push it off on the questioner. “Is the Church of the twentieth century not like the foolish virgins? We confess truly with the mouth our faith in him, he who comes to judge the living and the dead. But do we take this faith seriously…Do we not hear the powerful cry of this parable, ‘Wake up,’? Will we wake up before it is too late”?
 If this didn’t indict enough, we add insult to injury to the coming judgment and eternal punishment, if we align ourselves to the world and its propensity to turn things upside down, to think it frees when it enslaves and enslaves those who are free. “In the Bible, and in the confession of the Church, God sits in the judge’s seat and man sits in the defendant’s seat. Modern men sit themselves in the judge’s seat and place God in the defendant’s seat.”
 

The mystery of the last things is that the judge is also, at the same time, the Savior of the nations. The terror is taken out of the judges’ hands as this judge becomes the One who is judged in our place, who dies in our place, and who loves to live for us and in us. The One who says to us foolish virgins “I do not know you,” is the same One who says at the end, “I know you and love you, because I have sought you amidst your foolish and worldly ways.” The terror of the last things is simply being without this One who makes God, the judge of all creation, certain in His forgiving and saving ways. That office belongs to Jesus Christ. That office is bestowed upon men who faithfully discharged this Word of judgment and justification.   
After all, what are servants of the Word without the Word? What are stewards of the mysteries without the mysteries? How are we, barren and lonely pilgrims, supposed to hear the forgiving voice of Christ above the thundering voice of judgment and the world’s delusion that it’s never coming? Where are we to find the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic Church, the remnant of unholy people knelt in contrition and repentance before the holy things of Christ declaring them holy ones?  In every age it seems to disappear from our eyes. The Word and the water stagnate with no one to baptize. Fewer and fewer sit at the feet of Jesus holding sacred the Word that is their only deliverance out of this dying, cold, and dead earth set for eternal judgment. The bread goes stale and the wine goes sour as fewer and fewer mouths feed upon the medicine of immortality, a daily forgiving pasture, a respite for the weary soul, a foretaste of the feast which is to come. 
As if this was not enough, we hear the sheep within the fold speaking in the tongue of the world. They are saying “We are dying. We are one donor away from being dead.” His shepherds even sound like the world and the fearful sheep when they speak of the church as having an expiration date. Given only time in this world, but certainly not the eternal mystery of the Lord’s Supper, which dies in order that we would be given life and the mystery of the new world that we cannot see but confess by faith. The temptation to give up on the mystery, on Christ, to change in the face of seemingly impending non-existence while a frightful one, is driven by the Antichrist as he sows seeds of despair within the Lord’s pasture. 
We must understand that for Luther “as for the church of the apostles, ecclesiology was a part of eschatology. Unlike the men of the nineteen century who saw the church as one of the great social constructions of human history, he [Luther] saw the church as the holy people of God of the end time, attacked by the devil, led by the Antichrist into the great temptation to fall away, and protected and preserved by Christ”
 While there is a method to the Antichrist’s madness, there is also a method of life for the holy people of God living in the end of days. It is a communal life, a life together gathered around His Word and Sacrament.
“Christ can and will protect his Church, even today. But it is his order by which he keeps his faithful, who believe in him. You mothers who in these days prepare your children for Christmas; you fathers whose children perhaps no longer study the Bible in school, do we know what God expects of his faithful? The nineteenth century coined the phrase: ‘Religion is a private matter.’ But the Christian religion is never a private matter…Christ is not a personal Savior, but the Savior of the world. He will return, revealed in glory, to judge the living and the dead, the members of his Church as well as other people, the German people as everyone else. You young men, looking into the future, thirsty for action—do you really think the Church is a thing of the past? That to believe in Jesus means to believe in a man or message of the past? No, if anything has a future in the world, it is the Church.”

The world sees only that which it can experience. It sees only that which is in front of its face. It cannot see beyond the penultimate and into the ultimate reality that awaits those who are in the holy abode of Christ’s fleshly temple. The world has death on its side. Death has time on its side. Time has the grave on its side. Thus, “our earth remains what she is, a monstrous mass grave in which all the living must go, in which all men and all people in the kingdoms and all the cultures of this earth find their earthly end. So the judgment of God and the end of all human history remains. And he also remains who sets the goal and boundaries for all the earth” ‘the holy one, the true one…who shuts and no one opens’ [Rev 3:7]”
 
The Advent mystery, the Christmas mystery, the mystery of the Christian faith, is Christ’s forgiveness for man’s sinful ends, Christ’s life-flesh for man’s dead-flesh. It’s that simple. Though death is no child’s play, the child of Bethlehem has defeated it. We sing and we confess and we confess and sing. “Nails, spear shall pierce Him through/The cross be borne for me, for you; Hail, hail the Word made flesh/The babe, the son of Mary!
 Though death will come and the casket will take us down into the belly of the earth, and the world will laugh, and the Antichrist will howl, we will sleep in heavenly peace. Advent meets us at the grave and yet grants us victory over grave. Advent is deliverance of being betwixt between the times and grants us eternity through the water and the blood soaked in the Word of Christ. 

It is hard to confess in a cemetery. It is hard to confess that death has lost its sting when it still stings and the heart yearns for the consummation of all things. It is hard to confess yet still see death’s victory in the numbers etched on the tombstone. At the end of the day, and the end of man’s life, and the end of the world, we are to listen with the ear and hear the spoken Word of the servant of the mysteries of God, and we are to open our mouths and receive the embodied promise that this present affliction is not the last and final reality. That final eschatological Word belongs to the Word made flesh, the Word resurrected, the Word which is resurrecting power unto new, and abundant and glorious life.     

There is One who speaks to us in this distress. And when you think today about the dead, when you go over to a cemetery today and step on a grave, or in spirit step on a distant grave, then hear the voice that speaks here: ‘Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live’ [John 11:25]. Here the prophecy, ‘I saw a new heaven and a new earth’ [Rev 21:1]. ‘I am the Alpha and the Omega [the beginning and the end]…who is and who was and who is to come” [Rev 1:8]. ‘The holy one, the true one,…who opens and no one will shut, who shuts and no one opens’ [Rev 3:7]”

Discussion 

· Is Advent more than a little Lent? 
· What is the mystery of Advent, of Christmas, of the entire Christian faith?
· Why is it of utmost importance to connect ecclesiology with eschatology? 
· What is the way of life for the holy people of God? 
· How are Advent and Easter two sides of the same coin? 
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