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Isaiah 64:1-9 
O that you would tear open the heavens and come down, so that the mountains would quake at 
your presence— as when fire kindles brushwood and the fire causes water to boil— to make 
your name known to your adversaries, so that the nations might tremble at your presence! When 
you did awesome deeds that we did not expect, you came down, the mountains quaked at your 
presence. From ages past no one has heard, no ear has perceived, no eye has seen any God 
besides you, who works for those who wait for him. You meet those who gladly do right, those 
who remember you in your ways. But you were angry, and we sinned; because you hid yourself 
we transgressed. 
  
We have all become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous deeds are like a filthy cloth. 
We all fade like a leaf, and our iniquities, like the wind, take us away. There is no one who calls 
on your name, or attempts to take hold of you; for you have hidden your face from us, and have 
delivered us into the hand of our iniquity. Yet, O Lord, you are our Father; we are the clay, and 
you are our potter; we are all the work of your hand. Do not be exceedingly angry, O Lord, and 
do not remember iniquity forever. Now consider, we are all your people. 
  
Mark 13: 24-37 
“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. 
  
“From the fig tree learn its lesson: as soon as its branch becomes tender and puts forth its leaves, 
you know that summer is near. So also, when you see these things taking place, you know that he 
is near, at the very gates. Truly I tell you, this generation will not pass away until all these things 
have taken place. Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away. 
“But about that day or hour no one knows, neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the 
Father. Beware, keep alert; for you do not know when the time will come. It is like a man going 
on a journey, when he leaves home and puts his slaves in charge, each with his work, and 
commands the doorkeeper to be on the watch. Therefore, keep awake—for you do not know 
when the master of the house will come, in the evening, or at midnight, or at cockcrow, or at 



dawn, or else he may find you asleep when he comes suddenly. And what I say to you I say to 
all: Keep awake.” 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Advent is by far my favorite season of our liturgical calendar. In four weeks, it packs in a 
practice run for all of my favorite things. We get to pause and really examine what it means to be 
a people who have hope, a people who are waiting for God, a people who yearn for peace and 
love to take root in our world, who are joyous in the face of fear. 
  
It’s also a season of apocalypse, though that never quite computed for me growing up. It could 
be because Advent was treated as just one long Christmas extension. Advent was about light and 
joy and hope. These were buoyant things. I didn’t want a side of destruction with my nativity 
scene. I couldn’t figure out how to hold destruction and hope in my hands at the same time, love 
and peace and joy beside visions of God coming before trembling nations and quaking 
mountains. I chalked it up to an ancient vindictive worldview of men who were angry their 
nation or religious sect had fallen to a more powerful one. I squirmed at the anger in this kind of 
vision and wanted to find ways to skirt the rage pouring out of this text. 
 
But Jesus makes it hard to avoid. He says… 

the sun will be darkened, 
and the moon will not give its light, 
and the stars will fall from heaven, 
and the powers in the heavens will be shaken. 

All will see ‘the Son of Man coming in clouds’ with great power and glory. 
 
Not only will this cataclysmic thing happen, but we have no real timeline for it. “Who knows?” 
Jesus shrugs. “I guess you’ll just have to pay attention. Keep awake.” 
 
Even though now I can separate out Advent and Christmas, I still wonder…  why? Why does 
Jesus say this? What is wrong with where the stars are now? What’s wrong with heavens that 
stay put? Jesus has been working to make the world a more just place, working to teach and heal 
for years, and now he gets to the end and just says, “Burn it down?” And why on this week 
where we celebrate hope does the lectionary stick us with destruction? 
  
Some read visions of apocalypse and say that the excessive force and fear are the point. Jesus, 
Mark, John of Patmos, Paul, all of these men in our canon are just trying out a little hyperbole - 
hyperbole meant to draw us in and make us pay attention in a new way. Or maybe, some say, it’s 
not so much hyperbole as it’s symbol. Jesus is speaking symbolically. 
  



Now, I went to school for a lot of years and sat in classes for a lot of hours to figure out how to 
slide around stars falling and heavens tearing open. But today, in this moment, I’m not sure I 
want to anymore. Because while I think a literary interpretation might sit better in our stomachs, 
tiptoeing through Jesus’ language strips it of his anger and hollows out some of its hope. 
  
So this morning, we dive headfirst into this moment with Jesus and the disciples, to find the hope 
hidden here. 
  
Apocalypse always pours out in response to a particular moment, and so the force of apocalypse 
– the level of rage underneath it – only makes sense when we see the world it’s meant to undo. 
  
So where it Jesus standing? The lection this morning starts in before we can see what Jesus is 
seeing, but if we look just outside of this collection of verses for a moment, Mark paints a picture 
of where Jesus is as he declares that a dark sky is coming. 
 
Jesus is standing on top of the Mount of Olives, just a stone’s throw from the Temple. Standing 
there, he could see everything - the construction of the old city, the whole valley, and the 
Temple. The Romans had been renovating it Jesus’ whole life. It had grown an extra courtyard to 
allow non-Jewish visitors as tourists. So with the construction workers, the tourists, the priests 
and scribes, and Jewish visitors, it would have been a hive of activity.  
 
He was seeing any number of things, but there are two that I think are worth mentioning. Both 
require a little tape rewinding. The first is a short skip back to the Temple.  
 
His view from the Mount of Olives gives the disciples an aerial view of where they had just 
been. Not an hour before, the disciples were standing at the foot of the entrance, looking up in 
awe. As they walked out of the temple, a disciple said to him, “Look, Teacher, what large stones 
and what large buildings!” Because though there are 2000 years between then and now, some 
things never change. Bigger is better.  
 
Jesus looked at him and said it was all coming down. The stones, the buildings, the treasury. All 
of it. “Do you see these great buildings? Not one stone will be left here upon another; all will be 
thrown down.” And in a huff, he starts up the hill to get a better view.  
  
He is still angry when he reaches the top. He tried to yell about it at the entrance, he tried to walk 
it off as he hiked, and still it burns, burns like anger much deeper than anger at some stones he 
hopes will fall down. His vision spills out to his disciples. The stones will fall. And so will the 
stars. And the heavens will shake and God will come into our midst. 
 



I have this tendency to live at 10,000 feet, to look at larger systems and ideas and how things are 
all connected. I want to live on the Mount of Olives, looking at the Temple and thinking about 
how the system it represents is working or not working for people. But then I forget to think 
about the people. I forget the stories. I forget the journeys they took to get there. I forget to ask 
them if they’d want to change anything about the traffic flow of people and animals or the outer 
courtyards or the construction worker wages.  
 
I’m with the disciples, standing on the hill, looking around, marveling at the wall size and I am 
confronted by Jesus’ anger. And from 10,000 feet I still want to ask, why, Jesus? Are you really 
that angry at the priests and the scribes? Are you so frustrated with the Temple that when you see 
it, you envision the sky falling down on top of it? 
 
It didn’t make sense to the disciples.  
 
But it made sense to Jesus, because Jesus wasn’t just looking at the buildings. Which brings me 
to the second thing he was seeing that day that may help us understand his apocalyptic anger.  He 
stood on the mount, and he looked down, past the walls, and he saw what was happening inside. 
He saw a behemoth institution that was swallowing up people. Jesus remembered the people. 
 
Jesus had been walking from town to town, staying in homes, teaching in streets and in boats and 
on mountains. He had seen what happens to people others saw as unworthy, unclean, outsiders. 
The world is not made for people who are sick. It is not made for people who are grieving, for 
people who are not able-bodied. He saw them all. And sometimes it made him angry. But there 
was something different about this day that set him off. 
 
Just before he found himself with his disciples on the mountain facing it, or beneath its entrance, 
Jesus was sitting inside the walls of the Temple, across from the treasury. In walked a poor 
widow. Her story is one we may know well from a stewardship Sunday. She walks in alone to 
the treasury and drops her last two coins inside the collection box. 
  
It’s a fairly ordinary act. One that would, on any other day, have likely gone unnoticed. We hear 
this story told as Jesus’ praise of a faithful widow. Look at this poor widow, who gives out of her 
poverty while all else have been stingy. I think so many preachers have used her to guilt people 
into giving that we have lost track of what she actually did in this story and how Jesus 
responded. 
 
She dropped in her two coins. It was all she had to live on. And there it went into the collection 
box alongside gifts that dwarfed her own. She gives to sustain an institution, though it’s unlikely 
the two pennies would even cover the cost of counting the gift itself. 



  
Why does she do it? I don’t know. Jesus doesn’t ask. But he also doesn’t praise her or invite 
others to follow her example. He points to her as it happens, tells the disciples what he sees 
unfolding before him, and storms out with them running behind. By the time they reach the outer 
wall, the disciples have all but forgotten about this woman and are marveling at the size of the 
stones. 
  
But Jesus remembers. When we talk about Jesus praising the widow, we shortchange her, again. 
When we rewind the scripture tape from the apocalypse Jesus declares and find her, it becomes 
clear that she isn’t the poster child for sacrificial giving. She is the last straw for Jesus, the one 
who pushes him to speak with a new kind of force about this vision of a new order. He sees her 
and speaks about an event that tears down all of the structures that crushed her, hardly noticed 
her coins as they disappeared into a shining mountain of them. 
 
Yes, Jesus had seen people like her before. But there’s something about seeing someone get 
swallowed up by an institution right in front of you that changes the way you see forever.  Once 
he watches the widow do everything she’s supposed to do according to her leaders, and then 
walk away with nothing, his rage spills over. Without her last two coins, she is as good as dead. 
She has nothing left, and Jesus laments it. This world, this structure that swallowed someone 
whole without a second glance, has to stop. It has to crumble. The world as it is isn’t working for 
the poorest among us, so let the sky fall to the ground and the ground shake and God tear the 
heavens in two - let it all turn until we can’t recognize it anymore, because I cannot stomach it 
the way it is now for another moment.  
 

the sun will be darkened, 
and the moon will not give its light, 
and the stars will fall from heaven, 
and the powers in the heavens will be shaken. 
 

This is the widow’s apocalypse. An apocalypse that turns things upside down so she might have 
room to live and breathe and be well, a world where she is remembered, and where she is taken 
care of, not taking care of institutions. Listening to Jesus’ anger while standing with her, the 
apocalypse stirs less fear and more relief, less terror and more hope.  
 
Because when I see her, I can also see apocalypse makes room for something new. While the 
world exists as it is, she cannot live. But when it all turns upside-down, she has a chance to live. 
And that is good news.  
 



It is. Despite every instinct we may have to preserve things as they are, it is good news. The truth 
coursing underneath all of this is that we have to know the widow to find hope in a crumbling 
institution.  Digging back into Mark’s sequence of events that drive Jesus toward sharing this 
vision reminds us that we can only really understand him when we’re standing with those who 
are most strangled and tangled up in the way our world is ordered now. We have to know and 
love the widow to find hope in an institution crumbling at her feet. And until we’re with her, a 
world that’s turning, a church that’s changing, will never sound like good news. Until we’re with 
her, we will see it falling around us and be fearful instead of hopeful.  
 
My hope for you this Advent is that you will find ways to stand with the widow. Whether she 
shows up in your own circumstances, or in your neighbors’, or in a neighborhood a few blocks 
away full of people who look and sound and act differently than you. The widow shows us 
tearing down walls that serve only to divide, tearing down practices that wound us, makes way 
for hope to emerge in utter hopelessness. Wherever she is, as near as our own breath or outside 
our church walls, she is our guide, the one showing us that sometimes the sky falling and hope 
go hand in hand.  
 
Amen. 
 
 


