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Sermon for the First Sunday of Advent, December 3, 2017 
Solemn Mass 
By the Reverend Stephen Gerth 
Year B: Isaiah 64:1–9a; Psalm 80:1–7; 1 Corinthians 1:1–9; Mark 13:24–37* 

 
This morning I woke up and realized that there is a 
high probability that Mark’s gospel was written during 
the Jewish-Roman War that began in Jerusalem in the 
year 66. Jerusalem was reconquered by the Romans at 
the end of August in the year 70. Masada, the last 
fortress holding out, fell to the Romans in the year 73.1 
But before we get to Mark, I want to begin this 
morning with Isaiah. 
 
The largest part of the book we call Isaiah is by the 
prophet Isaiah ben Amoz himself. He wrote before 
the fall of Jerusalem to the armies of Nebuchadnezzar 
and the exile of most of the population to Babylon in 
the year 597 BC. The next section of Isaiah is by an 
unnamed prophet who writes as the exile to Babylon is 
ending. Today’s first lesson is a psalm of lamentation 
from the last part of Isaiah, usually called Third Isaiah, 

                            
1 https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/religion/portrait/jews.html, 
(accessed 3 December 2017). 
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by another unnamed prophet.2 The exiles have 
returned to a Jerusalem in ruins. 
 
This prophet prayed that the Lord would open the 
heavens and come down to his people. The prophet 
says to the Lord, “Yet, O LORD, thou art our Father; 
we are the clay, and thou art our potter; we are all the 
work of thy hand. Be not exceedingly angry, O LORD, 
and remember not iniquity for ever.”3 
 
Now to Mark, again, written in the years either just 
before, during or just after the year of the Great 
Revolt. The late New Testament scholar Raymond 
Brown thought that the date of composition was 
between the years 68 and 73. In the winter of 67 and 
68, rebels took control of the city. By the spring of 68, 
Jerusalem was under siege. New Testament scholar 
Joel Marcus thinks that Christians left the city just 
before the siege began.4 The suffering of the people 
during the siege is almost unimaginable. At the end of 
August in the year 70, the walls were breached; the 

                            
2 Martin A. Sweeney, “Isaiah,” New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version 
with the Apocrypha, An Ecumenical Study Bible, ed. Michael D. Coogan, 4th ed. (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 965–67. 
3 Isaiah 64:8–9a. 
4 Joel Marcus, Mark 8–16, Anchor Bible 27A (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2009), 896. 
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temple was burned. Thousands were killed. The 
surviving elderly were slain; adult males were sent as 
slaves to quarries in Egypt; and the rest were sold as 
slaves, too.5 
 
Today’s gospel lesson is the last and larger part of 
what scholars call Jesus’ Eschatological Sermon6—
eschatology: “last things.”7 It’s the longest sermon in 
Mark. (We will hear the first part of this sermon on 
“last things” on the Sunday before Christ the King in 
November 2018, as the church year nears its end.) 
Matthew and Luke both know and use this sermon 
from Mark,8 but they are writing ten or fifteen years 
later.9 The war would not end until the fall of the 
fortress Masada, in the year 73. I think it’s fair to say 
that Mark is the gospel in a time of war. 
 
Back to Isaiah for a minute. Isaiah ben Amoz is a 
prophet. He proclaims what the Lord has told him to 
proclaim. He announces what the Lord intends to 
                            
5 Martin Goodman, Jerusalem and Rome: The Clash of Ancient Civilizations (New York: 
Vintage Books, 2008), 433–34. 
6 Marcus, 866. 
7 The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 2ed. (New York: Oxford University Press 
1978), s.v. “Eschatology,” 469–70. 
8 Matthew 24:1–36; Luke 21:5–36. 
9 Raymond E. Brown, An Introduction to the New Testament (New York: Doubleday, 
1997), 216–17, 273–74. 
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do.10 That’s what a prophecy is: words from the Lord 
about what’s next. 
 
“Eschatology” is about the end of time. A related 
word in this area is “apocalypse”—meaning 
revelation—a vision, not a literal prophecy.11 The 
visions of war in heaven in the Revelation to John is 
apocalypse—a vision, not a prophecy.12 Dr. Mark 
Davis in his commentary on today’s gospel uses the 
image of graffiti, spray painting, to think about a 
certain “wildness”—his word—in visions. He also 
invites his reader to think of apocalypse as something 
like a musical chord that doesn’t resolve, that leaves 
sounds hanging in the air waiting for a conclusion. He 
suggests we listen to the wildness in vision, and sit 
with it.13 
 
Today’s gospel lesson is apocalypse—visions—and 
eschatology—last things. Jesus, not just a prophet, but 
the Son of God is speaking: “The sun will be darkened 
. . . the moon will not give its light . . . stars will be 
falling from heaven . . . they will see the Son of man 
                            
10 Isaiah 39:1–8. 
11 Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, s.v. “Apocalyptic Literature,” 69.  
12 Revelation 12:7–12. 
13 http://leftbehindandlovingit.blogspot.com/2014/11/images-of-hope-suffering-
and-vigilance.html, (accessed 29 November 2017). 

http://leftbehindandlovingit.blogspot.com/2014/11/images-of-hope-suffering-and-vigilance.html
http://leftbehindandlovingit.blogspot.com/2014/11/images-of-hope-suffering-and-vigilance.html
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coming in clouds with great power and glory.”14 Yet 
this is not, in the words of New Testament scholar 
Joel Marcus “a reversion to chaos.”15 Marcus says that, 
“it also hints at a victory over [the chaos].” I would go 
further and say it is a sign God’s sovereign power. 
 
The passage concludes with the admonition for Jesus’ 
disciples to watch for the victory, for “the Son of Man 
coming in clouds with great power and glory.”16 
 
The most controversial words in this passage have not 
been how to understand words about last things and 
visions, but these words of Mark’s Jesus, “This 
generation will not pass away before all these things 
take place . . . But of that day or that hour no one 
knows, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but 
only the Father.”17 
 
I am not troubled by Mark’s Jesus not knowing 
everything. It helps me to think that there is a place 
for doubt and unknowing in our living and in our 
dying, along with, I trust, a place for faith and hope. 

                            
14 Mark 13:24–26. 
15 Marcus, 907. 
16 Mark 13:26. Marcus translation, 903. 
17 Mark 13:30–32. 
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A long hymn by Francis of Assisi, that I think many of 
us may know, begins in English, “Most high 
omnipotent, good Lord.” Francis wrote this in the 
dialect of the Umbria, the region of Assisi. It’s called 
the Canticle of the Sun. On this first Sunday of the 
new church year, I would like quote two verses:  
 
My Lord be praised by those who prove 
In free forgivingness their love, 
Nor shrink from tribulation. 
Happy, who peaceably endure; 
With thee, Lord, their reward is sure.18 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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18 The Hymnal 1982 according to the use of The Episcopal Church (New York: Church 
Hymnal Corporation, 1985), hymn 406. 


