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Face Time

This month is the last month of the year 2018. Many of us are super busy in this time of the
year. We are so busy that we often lost track of time and run late to meetings, even to worship
services. Today is the designated time to talk about time.

In Advent season, through advent lectionaries, we are pushed to face time. The end of our
2018 calendar year is where we start our next church liturgical calendar. While we wait for the
Christmas discounts, we are supposed to wait for the Advent, the coming. We are accustomed to
think we are preparing to celebrate Christmas, the coming of baby Jesus. It is high time to be
awakened that we are primarily waiting for the second coming of Jesus Christ.

When we read the scripture passages carefully, we will find that the lectionary readings
wedge us between two times--the end of beginning and the beginning of the end.

John, the last prophet, represents the end of the era of prophets. Let us think of him as the end
of beginning. Malachi points us to the coming of the Lord. The day of his coming is ticking,
Malachi signals that the beginning of the end is here.

We hear John crying out to us: “Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.”



Malachi’s warning echoes every year when we sing Handel’s Messiah—(3:1, 2, 3) “But who
can endure the day of his coming, and who can stand when he appears? For he is like a refiner's
fire (3:2).1

We have already been called to prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight. We
know that the Lord will come suddenly. Located between past and future, we are in the middle of
time.2 The church calendar and lectionary readings actually teach us how to orient our time, how
to live in the middle of time. In this era of Facetime, wherein everything is changing
instantaneously, we need the unchanging word of God so that we can face time and ultimately
God—not in the usual everyday manner. We need to face time, truly.

How does the church year and lectionary teach us to face time?

Among the seasons of the church year, Advent is not about historical time. Christmas, Lent,
Resurrection, Pentecost happened in historical time. Advent is time beyond time. The scripture
readings from Advent 1, 2, 3 are about the last things, the eschaton, the new creation and ends in
pregnant impossibility. (Advent 4) The church year starts with eschaton, eternal time. The
eschaton is our gravity wherein all our days are pulled to. With this gravitational anchorage, we
live our days intertwined with the story of Jesus through the liturgical seasons. Emmanuel!

The church year starts not with Christmas or baby Jesus. The first season of church
year/calendar is advent. Advent is not prelude of Christmas. Advent is not primarily about our
preparing to celebrate the birth of baby Jesus. The trajectory of church year is not baby Jesus
grew up and became the final Judge. It is not Christmas then Lent, Resurrection, Pentecost and
then finally Advent. The church year starts with Advent, pointing to us the timeless God who
creates time, the Judge, the Refiner, the Purifier love us so much that he enters into created time
to be our Emmanuel. The alpha and omega becomes a baby. The glorious impossible!® Advent
breaks open the eschaton, look at Luke 21 (Advent 1) and Malachi 3. In this way, Advent is
apocalyptic. Advent reveals the last things, our true orientation. Advent is not pre-Christmas. It is
definitely not Santa Claus, not Jingle bell, not even Silent Night. When you hear John and
Malachi, would you describe their voices as cheerful and gallant? The tone of Advent is solemn.
It is discordant because it conflicts with our natural self, our old self.

1 5. Bass Recitative — Haggai 2:6, 7; Malachi 3:1

“Thus saith the Lord of Hosts; Yet once, a little while and | will shake the heavens, and the earth, the sea, and the
dry land; And | will shake all nations, and the desire of all nations shall come.”

“The Lord, whom ye seek, shall suddenly come to His temple, even the messenger of the covenant, whom ye
delight in: Behold, He shall come, saith the Lord of Hosts.”

6. Bass Air — Malachi 3:2

“But who may abide the day of His coming? and who shall stand when He appeareth? For He is like a refiner’s fire.”
7. Chorus — Malachi 3:3

“And He shall purify the sons of Levi, that they may offer unto the Lord an offering in righteousness.”

2 Han Conzelmann, The Theology of Luke (German original: Die Mitte der Zeit/“The Middle of Time”).

3 Madeleine L’Engle, The Glorious Impossible.



We have been shaped by commercial Christmas. In the Christmas season of good deals, our
days have been transported from church aisles to shopping mall aisles. The highways from our
homes to malls are really smooth.

We no longer remember the stained glasses depiction of saints and end times. Children are
imprinted with mannequins and rush for count downs in Time square. In the aisle of shopping
malls, we are prepared a straight way to the secret of another Victor (Victoria’s Secret vs. Christ
the Victor). In a way, we are malformed and gradually forget what Advent is truly about. Its
focus has become Advent of baby Jesus, Only when we confront the conflicts through refining
fire, are we able to reach the warmth of the advent candle lights—hope, peace, joy and love.
Advent is not an easy season. With the lens of Advent, we are then equipped to live time
according to God’s time.

Out of the holiday buzzy ness, we drag ourselves out of the buzzing noise. Here, with the
community of fellow brothers and sisters in Christ, we listen to the word of God.

The word of God came to John, in the wilderness. Not in the temple where his priestly father
serves. John, the child of two priestly stock (Elizabeth and Zechariah, maternal and paternal
grandfathers were priests), serves God in a radical new way. He is detached from the established
structure, he is in the wilderness. The word of God comes to us through John. Have we been too
well off in our comfort zones that we have tuned out the cries that evoke discomfort? Have we
been tuning into human powers, or power structures that have departed from God himself?

Advent is the time to hear the terse messages that jolt us into discomfort. Through the word
of Malachi and John, the word of God is clear. God is not pleased with our lives, repent and
return to His way. Prepare His way, walk on his way. Malachi and John together ask us:

Who can endure the day of his coming? (Malachi 3:2)
Who will prepare the way by repentance and forgiveness? (Luke 3:3, 4)
How shall we return to God? (Malachi 3:7)

It is good news that now, we are called to repent because we cannot even endure the day
when he comes on that final day. We have time before the SUDDEN day. It is good that God
allows us in this middle of time to examine the offerings we have been presenting to him. He
prompts us to self-question: “Am I presenting offerings in righteousness?” (Malachi 3:3).

Malachi addressed the descendants of Levi, Judah and Jerusalem. So, let us focus today only
on our corporate offerings. Look at the worship life of our church. Contrasting with the
frequency of connecting with people over Facetime, how have we truly connected with God,
through prayer, through proclamation of the word and through music in our Sunday worship
services? Is our worship service a mechanical habit or the habitat of the faithful? In this second
Sunday of Advent, instead of praying for jobs, schools, health, or any kind of personal needs,
let’s return and confess:



“Refining God, you have sent us prophets and we have not listened. We have not made way
for your reign in our lives, our church, and our society. Forgive us, we pray, and renew your

covenant within us.”*

In this apocalyptic time into timeless eschaton, let’s listen carefully to the proclamation of
Malachi and John. Godly messages are not about superficial comfort, it stings. Judgment bonds
with joy. If the Advent pulpits this year alarm you, pushing you to face church year and time in a
new way, then we know the word of God through Malachi and John has come near you (Deut.
30:14).

In this middle of time, let the Refiner purifies us so that our sheen actually reflects the image
of the Refiner (Imago Dei). The good news is that we are not forsaken and left unchanged but is
being refined to become like Christ. When we are refined and purified as God promises, it is
good.

Advent is the birth of future. We learn that the end is our beginning, we learn to face time in
a true way. Therefore, we look forward to his second coming. We are able to sing in awe and
concordantly lift our offerings in righteousness: Lo, he comes with clouds descending.

$# gt Music Hymn planning

Instrumental Prelude: 3% 43 3 — & sui 7= In the Bulb There Is a Flower. PCT 2009 Hymnal
#630.

kg k5 p 1 O Come, O Come, Emmanuel. PCT Hymnal #143.
Fri & 2 % geF] Lo, He comes with Clouds Descending. PCT Hymnal #144, not in
the 2009 Hymnal.

3. “Hymn of Promise” by Natalie Sleeth.

4 Feasting on the Word: Advent Companion, 26.



