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Knock, Knock (Matthew 24. 36-44)
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Reading our gospel passage this week, | was struck by the number of times it refers
to something ‘coming’, and coming upon us unawares, before we’re ready. Matthew
writes of ‘the coming of the Son of Man’, and likens this to the time ‘the flood came’
in the days of Noah ‘and they knew nothing’ about it. He says that if the owner of the
house had known ‘in what part of the night the thief was coming, he would have
stayed awake’, and warns (by analogy) of ‘the Son of Man is coming at an
unexpected hour’. Earlier in this gospel chapter, Matthew has spoken of the ‘Son of
Man coming on the clouds of heaven’ like the sudden flash of lightning, and later he
uses parables comparing his coming to a master returning unexpectedly to find his
servants behaving badly, and to a bridegroom arriving when half the wedding party is
still unready.

What's perplexing, even disturbing, about this Advent imagery is that the
nature of what is ‘coming’, the one whose arrival we risk failing to anticipate, seems
distinctly ambiguous. It’s not likely, it seems, to be a pleasant surprise. Knock, knock.
Who's there? A flood. A thief. An angry boss. A disgruntled bridegroom. O goody, it’s
Jesus. Advent always begins with a sense of crisis and imminent judgement, even a
sense of lurking violence.

This week, a friend sent us an article by American environmentalist and writer,
Bill McKibben. The article was about what McKibben calls the perversion of Jesus’
message of radical love to one of hate and aggression among a disturbingly large
number of self-identified Christians in the contemporary US. McKibben laments the
way in which the ‘rightwing evangelical churches [have] turned the Jesus we grew up
with into exactly the opposite of who we understood him to be. At its most basic,

they turned a figure of love into a figure of hate who blesses precisely the cruelties



that he condemned in the Gospel; we went from “the meek shall inherit the Earth”
to “the meek shall die of cholera”.’! In this culture, the imagination of Jesus is
‘muscular, aggressive, American’ and ‘meshes easily with the savage cruelty of the
new political order’. Indeed, he notes, there is now ‘a well-established genre of
Republican officials posing for Christmas cards with submachine guns’.

Well, with McKibben, we can be outraged and bemused by all this but the
problem is that such an imagination of Jesus seems, at least to some extent, licensed
by the rhetoric of these Advent texts, many of which are favourites in such circles.
After all, as long as you assume that you are one of the truly faithful, the truly
wakeful, then you seem happily legitimated in vengeful, violent habits of mind. A
sense of moral and religious superiority over all those ungodly (un-American) others
is profoundly reinforced. Yet if we consider this, as McKibben does, a radical
perversion of the gospel, then how do we offer an alternate reading of texts such as
the one we've just heard?

The season of Advent is all about the promise of God’s nearer presence. It
conceives of a world into which the light and truth of God is breaking, and
anticipates what it’s like to undergo God’s coming. | think the great and powerful
insight expressed in today’s text is that if a community or a people has organised its
life in opposition to the truth of God, then God’s coming will almost inevitably occur
as unwelcome. If you’re a chief of staff busy cooking your employers’ books or
abusing your fellow workers, then you’re not going to be thrilled when the boss turns
up unexpectedly. If you’re a child-care centre or aged care facility making excessive
profits by neglecting the welfare of those entrusted to you, a spot check by the
regulator will be terrifying. If you’re part of an unjust social order, just going along
with the collective amnesia and not thinking too hard about the consequences, then
God’s presence and word will inevitably be experienced as a disruption, an intrusion.

As unwelcome, in fact, as a thief in the night, or as a flood that sweeps the whole
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corrupt system away. This is how an unjust culture experiences God — as judgement,
and even as violation, threat.

But if that’s right, it suggests that the lurking violence of the Advent texts tells
us nothing about who and how God is, and everything about the extent of the
world’s resistance to God. It reflects the impact of the collision between God’s reality
and ours. Of course, textually speaking, it’s probably not quite that neat. Theologian
James Alison has argued that in theology of the New Testament a transition is
underway from an apocalyptic religious imagination which does indeed attribute
violence and vengefulness to God as well as deep division between the faithful and
the apostate, the saved and the damned, to a Christ-centred or Christological
imagination which is beginning to recognise that, in God, there is no darkness at all.
In the radical new vision made available by Jesus, what is slowly coming to be
understood is that the violence and division of the world is being redeemed, not by
punitive violence, but forgiving love.

But the tensions and ambiguities in these very texts, the lingering power of
apocalyptic notions and rhetoric, show how hard it is to enter wholly into this vision,
how difficult to come to believe that God’s whole desire is that ‘none should be lost’
and that our own fullest life lies in enabling life for all. And so you have Maga style
Christians who actively glory in their imagined favour in God’s eyes by contrast with
those they deem beyond the pale, and who would be horrified to contemplate the
possibility that joining them at the banquet of heaven will be the asylum seeker, the
immigrant, the brown-skinned and un-American. There’s a kind of irony that this
version of Christianity, which seems most at home with the texts of violent
judgement, is seemingly oblivious to its own exposure to judgement by the one who
teaches that, ‘whatever you did to the least of these, you did it to me’ (Matthew

25.40).
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Which brings us back to the ‘coming of the Son of Man’. At the culminating
point of the Eucharist, after the bread has been blessed and broken and the wine
poured out, we proclaim what we call ‘the mystery of faith’. ‘Christ has died, Christ is
risen, Christ will come again’. In tradition, this second coming has been imagined at
times quite literally — the risen Jesus returning triumphantly to earth, trailing clouds
of glory, finally showing us all what’s what, on the last day. | find this literally hard to
believe. But what | can take seriously is the idea that there is an underlying reality to
which our lives are answerable and that Jesus reveals its nature, yesterday, today
and tomorrow. Jesus, then, is our judge in the sense that he is the measure of our
conformity to ultimate reality. | said earlier that if a community or a people has
organised its life in opposition to the truth of God, then his coming, his real presence
will almost inevitably occur as unwelcome. Nevertheless, precisely because of this,
he bears with him the promise of our redemption.

The season of Advent, then, traverses the profound paradox of Christian
proclamation. On the one hand, the gospels insist that our lives are answerable to a
reality beyond our self-seeking, self-securing habits of being. To be confronted with
this truth in a world of illusion, this forgiveness in a world of hate, this compassion in
a world of violent othering, can be painful and unsettling. It can put us to sleep or
provoke us to rage, and tempt us to generate a tamer, more accommodating, more
self-legitimating version of God for ourselves.

On the other hand, the gospels testify that this underlying truth is not
imposed on the world from the outside, or enforced by violent coercion. It becomes
known, at times, in the cry of the earth, the uprising of the oppressed, the collapse of
a system under the weight of its own contradictions, and the resulting chaos may
look like punishment, like divine retribution or violence. But really, it’s nothing other
than our own violence rebounding upon us. For when God does come in the person
of Jesus it’s as a baby, and when Jesus knocks at the door it’s as a stranger who is

ultimately forced out of the world on a cross.



So the question Advent puts to us is to do with our capacity to recognise and
our readiness to welcome this One who comes to reveal our blindness and call us to
share God’s passion that all may live. And this is a question put to us, not just as
individuals, but corporately — as societies, communities, whole systems. Advent — the
crisis of Christmas — is an urgent call to wake up and pay attention to the truth of

how we live together and at whose expense. And so Maranatha — come, Lord, come.



