Keep Watch and Hope
November 29, 2025

“The Son of Man’s Arrival will be like that: 
Two men will be working in the field—one will be taken, one left behind; 
two women will be grinding at the mill—one will be taken, one left behind.
So stay awake, alert.”	 Matthew 24:39-44
Rev. Christie Burns

	A colleague of mine and her wife delivered a baby girl very early in September. Baby June was born at 32 weeks and had to arrive to a special hospital with her mother by helicopter. This was not the start that Jess and Jessy had hoped for their long-expected child and yet, here they were, watching their tiny infant in the NICU and praying fervently that baby June would make it. The first week of her life in the NICU, her mother a pastor wrote, 
“Jesus in the NICU.
Jesus, God, came into the world as a baby.
Not in a victory march.
Not in a political rally.
A vulnerable baby dependent on the care of others.
Like my daughter.
Christ in the NICU.
O Come, O Come Emmanuel. 
Jesus in the NICU. In every breath of my beautiful preemie daughter, the Holy Spirit fills her with the life of heaven. A gift her moms have been given to love and protect her. Like Mary, or Joseph, we attend to the breath of life in the tiny flesh and blood that is our miracle.
Jesus in the NICU. This tiny sanctuary where every tube and beep pronounces the holy….beep…holy…beep…holy. Holy tiny, giant love.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://www.facebook.com/jeskast
] 


	The two moms stayed by baby June’s side and rested as much as they could at night at the Ronald McDonald House alongside other parents watching and waiting and praying that their children would make it safely through treatment. They kept watch.  And when they slept, nurses and doctors kept watch over those tiny babies all night long and all day long.  What a frightening time. Finally, on November 8th, after 52 days in the NICU baby June graduated from the NICU on her original due date able to make it on her own. 
	We have other graduates of the NICU in this congregation. It’s a miracle to see how strong and healthy these adult and teens are. We lift all the sleepless nights and fears the parents and everyone who loved them held as they prayed for each baby to make it. And we acknowledge the pain of infant loss, sometimes never shared but many among us have miscarried a child. May this be a time to remember the pain of loss as well. 
	Today, we are entering into the season of Advent. Advent is a season of watching and waiting. I invite all of us to think back to a season or time in our life of waiting. That waiting may have been painful, scary, lonely. And yet, here we are in the season of Advent, practicing in community what it means to wait together. The season of Advent is the beginning of our Christian calendar, and it begins with practicing patience and waiting. Advent lasts for four weeks up to Christmas day and here in church, we light candles each week to mark the weeks of Advent. Today, we lit the first candle of hope. 
	Advent begins with hope, even and especially when the world sends out signals that despair is the answer. While we are waiting for the Son of God to return to us once more, we wait with hope and expectancy. We wait to see how God will show up in our lives, in the lives of those we love, in the world we walk in. How can we love those around us? Where can we see the face of God in the world today? 
	When we choose to hope, we act in resistance to the ways the world may say that despair or apathy will have the final word.  We show up to love one another. We check in on our neighbors, we call a friend who seemed a bit down, we ask if we can pick something up at the grocery store for someone who can’t get out of the house when we are going to the store. We choose to become hope!
	We know that Advent begins in the darkest part of the year. The days will shorten each day until we reach the winter solstice on Sunday, December 21st.  We may go to work or school in the dark and return home in the dark. Swiftly comes the evening and it is hard to convince ourselves to go outside for anything extra after we make it home at night. And so, with Advent we will light candles.
To know the season, we also must go out into the dark. We are invited to go outside into the dark to look and see what the dark has to teach us. Wendell Berry, that great American poet and farmer, has a poem about darkness. 
	Listen to this poem “To Know the Dark” 
	To go in the dark with a light is to know the light.
	To know the dark, go dark. Go without sight,
	And find that the dark too, blooms and sings, 
	And is traveled by dark feet and angel wings.” [footnoteRef:2] [2:  https://thedewdrop.org/2022/11/18/wendell-berry-to-know-the-dark/
] 


This week our Gospel reading from the end of Matthew invites us into the end times. We are reminded to pay attention. To stay awake, for we do not know when the Son of Man shall appear.  In the season of Advent, we are in the darkest time of the year. It will get darker until Jesus is born. And we are called to peer into the darkness to see what the darkness has to teach us. Advent hope is a gritty hope that is what Barbara Brown Taylor teaches us “whether it is a seed in the ground, a baby in the womb, or Jesus in the tomb, it starts in the darkness.” 
	So here we are, beginning in the darkness. 
	
	And we are supposed to stay awake. Pay attention. Be alert. Notice what is going on. In this week’s gospel reading Jesus is described as a thief in the night. When will the Master show up? Jesus is calling out to us to wake up and pay attention to what really matters. Where should we put our focus?  How have we been distracted from what really matters? 

Advent begins in the dark. And we, like the mamas to baby June, need to make our way through the darkness to wait and find Jesus born again into our hearts on Christmas day.  Will we love those we meet along the way? That is our opportunity to see Christ among us. May we find ways to stay alert to see Christ emerging in our world. Amen.

I will close this message with a blessing from Kate Bowler on hope.

a blessing for hope (for the first Sunday of advent)
God, these are darkening days,
with little hope in sight.
Help us in our fear and exhaustion.
Anchor us in hope.
Blessed are we with eyes open
to see the accumulated suffering of danger,
sickness, and loneliness,
the injustice of racial oppression,
the unimpeded greed and misuse
of power, violence, intimidation,
and use of dominance for its own sake,
the mockery of truth,
and disdain for weakness or vulnerability
—and worse, the seeming powerlessness
of anyone trying to stop it.
Blessed are we who ask: Where are you, God?
And where are Your people
—the smart and sensible ones who fight for good
and have the power to make it stick?
Blessed are we who cry out:
Oh God, why does the bad always seem to win?
When will good prevail?
We know you are good, but we see so little goodness.
God, show me your heart.
How you seek out the broken,
lift us on your shoulders,
and carry us home—
no matter how weak we’ve become.
God, seek us out, and find us,
we your tired people,
and lead us out to where hope lies
where your kingdom will come
and your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.
Fill me with your courage.
Calm me with your love.
Fortify me with your hope.
P.S. Open your hands as you release your prayers.
Then take hold of hope. As protest.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  https://katebowler.com/blessings/a-blessing-for-hope-for-the-first-sunday-of-advent/
] 




2

