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Matthew 24:36-44

“Whistling in the Dark”

An object that is not in motion will remain at rest until some force causes it to move. This is Newton’s First Law of Motion. One doesn’t need to be a physicist to know this. It happens to me every morning. You see, when I am asleep, I like to stay asleep. So, when the alarm clock goes off basically saying, “Wake up, wake up! Time to get moving,” I resist. According to Newton, an object will stay at rest until some force greater than it can force it to get going. Well, an alarm clock is one such force to get us out of bed in the morning except some ingenious person (whom I think should be knighted or granted sainthood or given the congressional medal of honor) created the snooze button.

The alarm annoying goes off. And what do most of us do? We hit the snooze button! Nothing like starting the day off with a little procrastination. How many plans has the snooze button destroyed? You hear the alarm, and we say to ourselves, “You know what I am not going to the gym this morning,” and we hit the snooze button. Eight minutes later we hear the alarm, and we say, “You know what I took a long shower yesterday,”----snooze. Eight minutes later you hear the alarm, and we say to ourselves, “You know what I always wanted to grow a beard,”-----snooze. Eight minutes later we hear the alarm and we say to ourselves, “You know what I always wanted to go on welfare.” The best, of course, is when we wake up and realize that we still have time to sleep. That is like finding a thousand dollars!
Advent is a wake up call. It is our liturgical alarm clock whose job it is to shake us out of our religious inertia----out of our religious complacency. And if you are like me, you stretch out your arm half asleep searching around for that snooze button. “Give me a few more weeks will you Jesus? After all I got all these Christmas presents to buy, and Christmas parties to go to, and then the week after Christmas the whole family is going on that cruise to Cancun. Can I get back to you after the holidays?”

Ah, but Matthew doesn’t let us rest. He warns us to wake up because God is coming and that is NOT something we want to miss out on. In order to make his point, Matthew makes reference to Noah and the Flood. His point is that missing out on what God is going to be doing in the next few weeks is more than showing up late in the parish hall after church is over and all the donuts are gone. “Aw, shucks,” we say, “but that’s okay, I’ll get some on the way home.”
“Oh, no,” warns Matthew, “missing out on God entering into life through the birth of Jesus means gnashing of teeth, drowning, clamoring with all your might to get into the Ark only to be denied and your soul lost forever. There is no salvation for those who refuse to wake up to what God is doing. And no salvation means pain, hurt, suffering and eternal damnation. So………..wake up! Don’t dally and wait too long because then it will be too late. Do not hit the snooze button!”
Ah, but we do hit the religious snooze button. We do because we don’t worry about a Biblical Flood…….. but we do worry about a flood caused by melting ice caps resulting from global warming. We don’t worry about fire and brimstone from God ending the world as we know it, but we do worry about the fiery destruction from a nuclear holocaust. We don’t worry about being secure in God, but we do worry if our pensions or IRAs will be secure. We don’t worry about our bodies being ravaged by demons in Hell, but we do worry about our bodies being ravaged by the demon cancer. The Biblical End of Days don’t worry us as much as our own personal end of days or the end of days of a loved one.
But the point of Matthew referencing the Noah and the Flood story is really not to focus so much on the debauchery of humanity and the bad things we do as much as it is Matthew’s intent to focus on Noah’s faith. Something we overlook in the story of the Flood is that Noah lost everything. Yes, he and his immediate family lived, but everything else----house, land, cattle, possessions, friends------all gone! The point of the Noah story for Matthew is to tell us not to worry when it appears as if the entire world and our own personal worlds are going to hell in handbasket. “Have no anxiety about anything,” Paul writes in his letter to the Philippians. Now, in one sense, this is like telling someone with a cold not to sneeze or cough or smacking some electrical device with your hand when you can’t get it to work properly.
Is anxiety a disease or an addiction? Perhaps it is something of both. Anxiety is tormenting yourself with visions of the worst that can possibly happen. The nagging headache turns out to be a malignant brain tumor. When your teenage child fails to get off the plane you have gone to meet, you see his/her picture being tacked up in the post office among the missing and their disappearance never accounted for. The latest crisis in North Korea brings in thoughts of another world war and this time with nuclear weapons. If Woody Allen were to play your part in a movie, you would roll in the aisles with everyone else, but you’re not so much as cracking a smile at the screen inside your own head.
What about this terrible fear of disaster? What about the accelerated pulse, the dry mouth and the knot in your stomach? Since the worst things that happen are apt to be the things you don’t see coming, do you thing there is a kind of magic whereby, if you only can see them coming you will be able somehow to prevent them from happening?

We can’t do anything about the personal floods in our lives. “All life is suffering” says the first and truest of the Buddha’s Four Noble Truths, by which he means that sorrow, loss, death await us all and everybody we love. Paul does not deny that the worst things will happen finally to all of us. He does not try to minimize this. He does not try to explain them away as God’s will or God’s judgment of God’s method or testing our spiritual fiber. He simply tells us that in spite of them----even in the thick of them----we are to keep in touch with the One who unimaginably transcends the worst things as he also unimaginably transcends the best.
Matthew’s gospel passage this morning is not intended to focus on the suffering and disaster, but on the confidence that God will see us through whatever it is that plagues us. Despite what is happening we will have peace in heart, body and mind. There is no doubt that we are sure to be in trouble and hurt, but we will also be “in Christ.” Ultimately not even sorrow, loss, or death can get at us there.
One of the advantages of having lived in different parts of our country is to experience the distinctive cultural characteristics of certain areas. One thing is that people in the South really do say y’all. When I first moved there, I thought they were doing it for my benefit-----kind of putting me on since I was not from there. In truth, they aren’t even aware that they are saying it.
In Southern California one of the more interesting cultural characteristics, which I know is just as natural as breathing to all of you, is to use your garage for storage and not as a place to put your car. I know I do. I mean where else am I going to put our extra refrigerator and our futon for Janice’s family members to sleep when they are in town? Now, in lieu of storing things in the garage the remainder of the country has something called a basement (in New England it is called a cellar) to put all the junk you can’t store elsewhere. 
I grew up in a Cape Cod style house which had a downstairs, upstairs and of course----a basement. Some people remodel their basements creating another full room. But, in my experience, these rooms are always cold, damp and of course devoid of outside light. Thus, most basements are unfinished. And being unfinished, lighting is usually a single 45 watt light bulb hanging down on a cord from the ceiling with a string chain to turn it on. To get to the light to turn it on means carefully treading in the dingy dank darkness with your arms outstretched groping for the single string chain and protecting your self from bumping your head on last year’s Christmas decorations or tripping over an inconveniently placed bicycle. Basements are dark, and they are scary. On more than one occasion I have had older cousins shut off the only light and run up stairs. And the next sound heard is the locking of the basement door. You think Edgar Allen Poe’s Tell Tale Heart was loud. Well, it is nothing compared to being locked without lights in a basement.
As a youngster, I knew that there were all sorts of creepy things in the dark of our basement. I knew, for instance, that a slithering man-eating python lived behind our washer and dryer. I was sure that a crazed demon crouched underneath our work bench where there was a portal to hell. And as an unsuspecting passerby approached, the demon would attempt to grab the ankle trying to pull the unwary passerby down into the depths of hell. The shadow of the ban saw next to the work bench became an alien creature in the dark. And every rustle was a giant rat scurrying across the floor. Who knew what evil lurked down in the basement?

So, any time I had to go down there I would bring our dog. I figured by the time the demon, python, alien or giant rat got her, I could escape upstairs. When the dog wouldn’t come with me because she was too lazy (what does a dog on their day off anyway?), I would go it alone. But when I did………..I used to always whistle. Like pulling the covers over your head at night in your bedroom, whistling in the dark affords some sort of confidence that despite the monsters of the dark, you are going to be okay.

Frederick Buechner in his book by the same title writes, “I think of faith as a kind of whistling in the dark because, in much the same way, it helps to give us courage and to hold the shadows at bay. To whistle in the dark isn’t to pretend that the dark doesn’t sometimes scare the living daylights out of us. Instead, I think, it’s to demonstrate, if only to ourselves, that not even the dark can quite overcome our trust in the ultimate triumph of the Living Light.”

God is our whistle in the darkness of life. In other words, confidence that God loves us and ultimately cares about us will get us through life’s sufferings. We can walk through the valley of the shadow of death, for thou art with me.

I think this is the answer to anxiety. I think this is what Paul meant when he advocated for us to “have no anxiety about anything.” Paul was aware that we just can’t snap our fingers and our fears and anxieties will cease to exist. He was also aware that life is full of hardships, pain, hurt, sadness and death. He was aware that God doesn’t remove these things from life and for us to come to grips with it. That which he was trying to do was to give us a weapon to fight the demons that come out at 4AM. He was trying to tell us that when we let God in Christ into ourselves that we have the opportunity to reach a place where the sting of life’s sufferings and death can no longer devastate and cripple us. There is a place where ultimately not even sorrow, loss, or death can get at us. And I don’t know of anyone who doesn’t want to live there.

The wake up call this morning is not to scare us witless with the loss of salvation, but to encourage us again (year after year) to seek the peace which passeth all understanding especially in the hardest of times. Life’s sufferings will not cease! They cannot be avoided. They can only be lived through with the love and grace of a God who knows the pain of life through Jesus and thus offers us peace in Him.

I have been with a quite a few people just prior to their deaths. And quite often the dying person will stop struggling and relax. A peace comes over them. Now, their physical condition hasn’t changed. What seems to have changed is their perspective on death. They seem to have accepted it and are okay with it. Often times, upon witnessing this, I have thought, “Gee, wouldn’t it be nice if we could implement that acceptance and peace into our lives only a lot earlier than on our death beds.”
We can, you know. We can die to death; we can die to fear; we can die to anxiety. We can do it now. We can reach a place of peace where death and suffering are no more at least where they can’t hurt us like they once could.

So, like Matthew calls out to us this morning, wake up and smell the coffee……..and restrain yourself from hitting the snooze button again yet one more year.
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