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Dividing my life’s work between the church and the academy has given me an
interesting vantage point from which to consider some of the challenges facing clergy.
Some of those challenges arise out of the demands associated with parish life, some
from the way clergy are prepared, and some of those challenges can be seen in the
lives of college and seminary students themselves, even as they prepare to serve the
church.

My first fulltime teaching position was in New Testament studies at a small lib-
eral arts college, and in January, I often taught a four-week intensive devoted to the
Book of Revelation. Eschatology was at the center of much of what we discussed.
Midway through the course one year, I made a passing observation that prompted
one of my students to raise his hand suddenly. I realized that we were going to have
a far longer conversation than the time remaining before our break, so I suggested
we all get a cup of coffee and come back to discuss the student’s question. When we
settled back in, I turned to Brian and said, “Brian, I gather that you take exception
to the last observation that I made,” and Brian responded, “No, I take exception to
pretty much everything you’ve said up to this point.”

Looking back on it, the class reflected many of the same complex challenges that
clergy themselves face when preaching during Advent. If there is a single issue at
the heart of the season, it is eschatology. There are few themes that provoke more
consternation, confusion, or flat fear, and the task of preaching through the Advent
texts takes us into the heart of our own formation on the subject, as well as the hap-
hazard formation of those who sit in our churches’ pews.

Judging from my experience with the subject of eschatology in both the church
and the academy, I would guess that there is the same kind of bewildering diversity
to the average congregation’s views on the subject that I have detected in my classes
over the years. Both in the academy and in the pulpit, it’s worth bearing in mind that
there are at least three groups of people who are potentially a part of your congrega-
tion.

Eschatology and the Congregation

SBNRs, Nones, and Others

One group may have no frame of reference at all for a conversation about eschatol-
ogy during the Advent season. This first group includes the so-called “unchurched,
“the spiritual but not religious,”? “the nones,”® and “the seekers,” but it also includes
a number of people who have lived on the margins of our denominations. The labels
used to characterize these groups have evolved quickly, and while those labels are
meant to identify a demographic trend, there is no clear delineation between them
or an agreed set of definitions at work. This is partly because the research has been
evolving rapidly, but the amorphous nature of the labels can also be traced to the
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almost programmatic nature of the way some writers are using the language. Some
scholars are not just at work describing a trend; they are also prescribing a future for
the church, and that goal not only shapes the labels used but conditions the research
they do as well ?

Anticipating what this larger, ill-defined group will understand what is said from
the pulpit is further complicated by the fact that its separation from the church may
not be as absolute as some people thought initially. One team of researchers sug-
gests, for example, that a higher percentage of SBNRs are the children of divorced
couples, whose religious formation was disrupted by their parents’ separation. Oth-
ers have proffered the theory that children of parents with lower levels of education
or extremely high levels of education are less likely to receive any faith formation at
all. Still others have concluded that “nones” have not rejected religion as such, but
certain features of religion, including membership, ecclesiastical bureaucracies, and
financial involvement.” Both studies, then, suggest that “nones” and “SBNRs” may
know more theology than we might expect.

That said, preachers should probably assume that for this first group of people,
the sole frame of reference that they may have for the church’s eschatology are the
endless secular apocalypses that abound in our culture. Those stories reveal some-
thing about our common fears and hopes. They also tell us something about the
way narrative and “ending” powerfully shape our lives, and both points of contact
can provide a useful way into a conversation with people who know little or nothing
about the Christian faith. But a conversation about eschatology that takes shape in
response to the logic of the Gospel will require a good deal of explanation.

Dispensationalists

On the other end of the spectrum will be a second group of people who have been
solidly influenced by dispensationalist readings of Scripture. In some ways this group
of parishioners will pose a bigger challenge for preachers and pastors than people
who know little or nothing about the subject. They will be specific about the lenses
through which they read the Advent lections. They will be certain that they have read
those texts in the only truly orthodox fashion possible, and they will instantly resist
any alternative interpretation.

The dispensationalist approach to eschatology originated in nineteenth century
England with the work of John Nelson Darby, who divided the whole of biblical
and human history into two dispensations or eras: the dispensation of the law and
the dispensation of grace. The cross was the dividing line between the two eras
according to Darby, and his picture of history provided a basic schema for reading
Scripture, for assigning the exegetical primacy of specific texts, and for anticipating
the eschatological future.®

Three things have kept dispensationalist theology alive, even if the numbers of
devoted followers ebbed and flowed for the better part of two hundred years. The
earliest was The Scofield Reference Bible. In 1909, C.I. Scofield paired notes on
dispensationalist readings of Scripture with the text itself, offering a lens through
which biblical eschatology could be read and understood. Given the daunting nature
of eschatological language, Scofield’s notes are the only interpretation of biblical
theology that many have read. Unsurprisingly, more than one preacher has had to
remind people over the years that the notes themselves are not inspired. They were
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entirely Scofield’s work. What is surprising is how durable Scofield’s treatment has
been. His Bible continues to be printed by Oxford University Press and widely used
over a century later.’

As influential as the Scofield Bible has been, however, it is hard to believe that
dispensationalism would enjoy the influence it has today if it were not for Hal Lindsey
and Tim LaHaye. Lindsey, a student at Dallas Theological Seminary during the late
fifties, was thoroughly immersed in dispensationalist theology. While some of his
professors no doubt winced at the use he made of his lecture notes, Lindsey success-
fully wed dispensationalism, his own unique approach to current events, and popular
marketing in a ground breaking book called The Late Great Planet Earth. Declaring
that the end was near, Lindsey capitalized in particular on the possibility of nuclear
war in suggesting that history, technology, and prophecy had finally and convincingly
merged with one another, and the book sold like proverbial “hot cakes.” Late Great
went through thirteen editions and, in spite of shifting political realities, sold over
fifteen million copies.™

Beginningin 1995, Tim LaHaye followed up with a“fictional” version of Lindsey’s
“non-fictional” tour de force. Cleverly arguing that his stories weren’t scriptural but
that they could be, LaHaye abandoned the effort to use eschatological texts in a more
direct fashion and instead told the story of those who are “left behind.”** As badly
written as they are, LaHaye’s efforts to catechize a new generation of readers has been
even more successful than Lindsey’s. The Left Behind series has sold over 60 million
copies. Seven of the novels have hit The New York Times bestseller list and the Left
Behind story has spawned a number of spin-offs including children’s books, graphic
novels, television series, and first-run movies.!? The latest airing in theatres was the
movie Left Behind: The End Begins, starring Nicholas Cage this last October.”

It is perilously easy for preachers to dismiss people who read the Advent texts
with LaHaye’s work in hand or to assume that no one in their churches has been ex-
posed to LaHaye. Dispensationalists have been so effective at communicating their
message that basic familiarity with dispensationalist understandings of eschatology
is more likely than not.**

Members: “We have met the enemy, and he is us.”

A third group in most churches will be members of our congregations. They will
know something about eschatology, but they probably won’t be familiar with the
term itself. In fact, what this group will be thinking about as they hear the Advent
lections read is a loose pastiche of half-formed ideas about heaven and hell, judg-
ment and deliverance, scattered political interpretations of the Kingdom of God, and
cultural critiques of Scripture that associate some or all of what they have heard with
an outmoded and ancient way of thinking. To make matters more complicated, even
as they reject much of what they have been told about the passages they are hearing,
they will nonetheless think that the “orthodox” way to read those passages requires
that outmoded way of thinking that they have already rejected. Treating eschatology
seriously would require them, they think, to abandon ways of thinking that they see
as scientific and intellectually virtuous. A church that thinks that Jesus was a good
man and a social prophet whose influence is still alive in the world but not a savior
or divine hardly recognizes him as a figure who can speak convincingly about the
end or purpose of history.
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It is hard to underestimate how poorly formed in the faith the average church
member might be. According to a recent Pew Foundation report, “nearly six-in-ten
U.S. adults say that religion is ‘very important’ in their lives, and roughly four-in-
ten say they attend worship services at least once a week,” but the same people are
“uninformed about the tenets, practices, history, and leading figures of major faith
traditions—including their own.” The report went on to note that “more than four-
in-ten Catholics in the United States (45%) do not know that their church teaches
that the bread and wine used in Communion do not merely symbolize but actually
become the body and blood of Christ,” and “about half of Protestants (53%) cannot
correctly identify Martin Luther as the person whose writings and actions inspired the
Protestant Reformation, which made their religion a separate branch of Christianity.”*
There was no specific information available in the report about the eschatological
understandings of the respondents and nothing specifically about Advent. But if
such basic information about the Christian faith is missing from the experience of
Catholics and Protestants, it hardly stretches the point to assume that the same kind
of ignorance prevails in connection with eschatology.

There are a number of explanations for this state of affairs. One is no doubt
pragmatic. Pastors and priests of small churches complain that they lack the time
to spend educating people in the Christian faith. Leaders of larger congregations
with the resources to do the work often allow their educational efforts to degenerate
into boutique programs, educating people in anything and everything other than the
church’s faith. Regardless, it is clear from the Pew Study and other surveys that we
have failed in our catechetical mission. To paraphrase Pogo, in some cases “we have
met the enemy and the enemy is us.”

Exploring Advent from the Inside Out

Preaching in Advent, then, requires a sense of the complexity of our congrega-
tions, but it also requires us as preachers to confront our own spiritual and intellectual
formation. Do we really believe that Advent marks the beginning of the year in a
way that is more consequential than any other beginning? What do we mean when
we call this an eschatological moment or, more directly, what do we believe about
eschatology? How does preparation for that eschatological moment, or waiting on
God, require of us? How do we read the times in which we live against the backdrop
of the Messiah’s return?

To answer those questions in an honest fashion is to begin defining the task of
preaching at Advent from the inside out. It also helps to define the themes that we
can explore throughout the Advent season. You will have your own answers to those
questions. By way of conversation, allow me to offer answers to them.

In what sense does Advent mark the beginning of a new year?

Positively, Advent is an invitation to enter the drama of salvation history anew,
preparing for a new world order. The anticipated coming of the Messiah, and with
him the coming of the Kingdom of God, is a singular event that changes everything.
Advent invites us to live into the new year focused on the things of God: God’s
priorities, God’s way of looking at the world, God’s way of being in the world. It is
this challenge that makes Advent the beginning of the year for those who have been
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baptized into Christ. The obstacle we face in grasping that reality is not the so-called
secular world around us. It is the depth of our own conviction that subverts us.!
But the spell that the world exercises over us still needs to be broken, and breaking
that spell is not easy. Sandwiched between Thanksgiving and Christmas, the Advent
season has become an extended baby shower, satisfying the needs of people who,
if they must, are certainly welcome to light candles while they wait for Christmas
to arrive. It is a religious sideshow that occupies the attention of people who aren’t
quite as busy as the rest of us.

The preacher must break that spell, alerting the congregation to its spiritual peril
before she can begin to explore the spiritual promise made by God in Advent. That,
of course, is always the case with the anticipated “Day of the Lord.”?” It is judgment
to those who fail to appreciate its significance. It is the day of deliverance to those
who grasp its promise and prepare for it.

One way to accomplish that task is to do what the rest of the world will do a
month later, but will do it a very different way: take stock, evaluate the year behind
us, ask what our own schemes really accomplished, name the inadequacy of the
salvation we craft for ourselves, and name the places where God has been present,
the victories achieved as a result.

An effective preacher will not review the year behind us as a tableau of triumphs
and fears or as a series of celebrity moments. The romantic and sentimental approach
that we take to the year behind us is precisely why on January 2 we begin living
our lives in the same way we lived them on December 31. In Advent, an effective
preacher will in good Ignatian fashion ask the congregation, “What were the moments
that drew us closer to God and others in love?” and “What were the moments that
drove us away from God and others?” To begin enshrining that process of Examen
in the life of a congregation is to begin building a Christian community with the kind
of spiritual sensibilities that belong to an Advent people. Driving a wedge between
sentimentalism and a preoccupation with what makes us “happy” or successful, such
questions cultivate a commitment to discernment as a spiritual discipline and give
the congregation a concrete way of making decisions in the year ahead.’®

What do we believe about eschatology?

To make a sweeping, but I hope helpful generalization, most contemporary es-
chatologies fall into one of four categories: personal,’® spiritual,? socio-political ,**
or cosmic.”? Each has some exegetical claims in its favor, which we won’t rehearse
here. But none of them, held alone, adequately captures the scope of biblical and
Christian eschatology. Nor, for the same reason, can any of the four usefully serve
as its center.

ftis small wonder, then, that so many conversations about eschatology finally feel
smaller and less focused than one might expect from a topic that has been so central to
Christian theology. Personal eschatologies appear to leave our world untouched and
seem to provide an excuse for treating social issues with casual disregard. Spiritual
eschatologies are criticized as quietist in character. Political eschatologies degenerate
into human visions of how we might change the world since God is so slow about
it. And cosmic eschatologies invite people to “get right with God” and muse about
those who might be “left behind.” It is no surprise that people who gravitate to one
or the other view excoriate those who hold a different eschatology. It is no surprise
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that many caricature the whole conversation about eschatology as speculation about
“pie in the sky by and by;” and no surprise that the subject itself seems somehow
quaint and irrelevant.?

The difficulty with all four eschatologies, and the problem with the conversation
itself, is that the focus is squarely on the nature of eschatological transformation and
not on the place of that transformation in salvation history. Or, to put it another way,
far too much conversation about eschatology is about our place in that transformation:
our salvation, our redemption, our lives, our world, and our social order.

The problem with that obsession is this: eschatology in the biblical and Christian
tradition is not about us. It is about God. Or to put it another way, eschatological
hope is about the promise that in the end, God will make good on the claim to be
God. Itis this that needs to be communicated from the pulpit in clear, direct language.
Eschatology is not about redeeming your life or mine. It is not about transforming
the social or spiritual order, and it is not about saving the planet. All of that and more
will happen. But it will happen, because in the end, God will make good on God’s
claim to be God by conquering death and by returning us and the world to a condi-
tion that meets and exceeds the conditions that held sway in the beginning. Our well
being, then, and our story are caught up in a larger narrative that is theocentric, not
anthropocentric.?

What does waiting in that eschatological place require of us?

By trivializing eschatology, the Left Behind tableau has robbed us of the spe-
cifically eschatological waiting that is characteristic of the Advent texts and can be
found in our eucharistic prayers. We are understandably put off by the fearful quest
to avoid being left behind and the self-righteous picture of those who want to know
“Who is going to hell?”

Waiting and watching as it is found in Mark 13 and other Advent texts in any year
is not about such vain and silly preoccupations. It is about availability. It is about the
ability to walk with Christ. It is, to reprise what I have just said about eschatology,
our willingness to cooperate with the life-giving message that God will make good
on God’s claim to be God. Waiting in Advent, then, necessarily requires confession,
repentance, and amendment of life, not because God longs to make us feel badly
about ourselves and not because God enjoys seeing us in pain, but because it is our
own brokenness and sin that makes that availability impossible.

That emphasis will take us headlong into opposition with our culture. One of
the real challenges of society marked by the spiritual seeking I described above is
that it is often marked by longing for a spiritual life emptied of the need to change
and unwilling to acknowledge something or someone larger than ourselves. More
than once I have heard Christian clergy and others argue that we are our own best
judges of what we need spiritually, rather than listening for what God wants to give
us.® Further, as Karl Menninger noted years ago, our culture has lost its ability to
talk about sin.?* As a result we tend to forget that God is God and we are not.

But if the central problem with the human race is its inability to acknowledge
that God is God, and if that claim lies at the heart of a narrative that ends with God’s
firm declaration, “I am,” then there is no internally consistent preaching of Advent
that can do without waiting that results in confession, repentance, and amendment
of life. These are not unrelated vestiges of an abusive spirituality that the church
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imposes on otherwise well-adjusted people outside its walls. It is the truth that we
learn about ourselves when Scripture reads us.

How, then, do we read the times in which we live against the backdrop of the Messiah’s
return?

It is common to think that eschatological language is about sweeping away this
world in favor of the next. But this approach misunderstands the way eschatology
is used in the biblical text. In both the Old and New Testaments, eschatology is not
just about the comprehensive healing and redemption that lies ahead. It is about what
that remarkable ending says about the present.

No matter how long the interlude may last between the first and the second coming
of the Messiah, we live out our lives in God’s presence, and both the present and the
future belong to God. The durability of that truth does not lie in fulfilling even one of
a hundred predictions nor, thankfully, does it depend upon our ability to restore the
natural order or remake the social order. It is grounded in the truth that is the claim
of the one who was “in the beginning” and will be made manifest “in the end.””

Our times, then, are exactly like those of any generation: marked by the respon-
sibility to “wait and watch,” requiring patient and faithful dependence upon the one
whose claim to be God has been guaranteed. We are not diminished by that fact. We
do not need to be delivered from this world, nor do we need to abandon our availability
for the work of God’s kingdom in favor of kingdoms of our own making. It is enough
to know that we are the object of God’s love and the bearers of God’s Christ-restored
image.

In the final analysis, this is the challenge the preacher faces in Advent: the telling
of a story, a metanarrative that transcends every other life narrative and becomes not
just a reality, but is the reality that governs the life of the church and the year begun
in Advent.?® That conviction should be brought home to every congregation, not as
an abstraction or as sentimental hope, but as the wellspring of a life lived and poured
out in the presence of God.
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