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Expecting the Unexpected 
(Isaiah 2:1-5, Matthew 24:36-44) 

 Last week many families gathered to share a Thanksgiving meal; often this 
means extra relatives present. One of the unexpected joys of hosting my Father-
in-law was his morning routine of brewing the coffee; it was nice to smell the 
aroma from my bed. It reminded me of a Folgers commercial from the mid 
1980’s when “Peter” returns home for Christmas and brews the coffee to wake his 
family from their beds. 
 Whatever the holiday, whoever the family members may be, when we 
gather together something special occurs. Today is the first Sunday in the season 
of Advent through which we prepare for the coming of the Christ child. Often 
churches reinforce waiting or reflecting, this year our church will speak of 
expecting. Sadly, many followers of Jesus seem to have lost the energy of 
expectation associated with His arrival. 
 Of course, I don’t simply mean the coming of the baby who is born in 
Bethlehem, I mean the return of the Messiah. Do you think of Advent as a season 
of expectation? To expect something (like kids do wishes from their list) is to 
hope with conviction that something will come true. Remember Jesus said, “you 
must be ready, for the son of man is coming at an hour that you do not expect.” 
(Matthew 24:44)  
 How many of us are expecting His return? Much has been written in the 
Bible about the coming and return of a Messiah. However, of all the sermons I’ve 
given, and listened to, very few have emphasized the second coming. Often 
Presbyterians spend more time on the serious than then sensational, but in many 
ways the season of Advent is trivial without expectation.  
 The history of this nation is filled with religious leaders influencing their 
neighbors concerning the coming of the Lord. For instance, in 1804, led by 
founder Johann Georg Rapp, the Harmonites settled in a nearby town by the 
same name. In 1804 on July 4th three hundred Harmonites arrived, followed 
shortly by two more groups. By 1805 the organization and settlement of 135 
families was complete.  
 For about ten years this group of devout Christians gathered in the small 
borough just outside Zelienople. Among other things, their beliefs included an 
expectation that Jesus would return to earth in their lifetime. They shared equally 
with one another, and they did not have the kind of economic inequalities we 
have.  When they left in 1814 to seek a place with more favorable water 
transportation of their products, they left behind 130 buildings. Some are still 
standing today… (Picture) 
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 While it’s true that this higher level of expectation of the second coming 
was temporarily met with disappointment, it’s also likely that their ultimate 
reunions with the Lord were fully realized. There’s a non-biblical saying with 
timeless wisdom, “tis better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at 
all.” (Alfred Lord Tennyson)   
 This quote appears in Alfred Tennyson’s “In Memoriam A.H.H.” which he 
completed in 1849. The poem, which was a favorite of Queen Victoria, is about 
unexpectedly losing a loved one and the grief process that follows it. The holidays 
are rich with meaning, however, for those who spend it without the presence of 
special people it can be increasingly difficult. The poet understood this grief first-
hand. 
   The subject of the poem was Tennyson’s best friend Arthur Henry Hallam 
(“A.H.H.”). The two met at Trinity College, Cambridge in 1829, they shared a love 
of poetry. The men grew close throughout the years and even joined together for 
the holidays. Arthur spent three Christmases with the Tennysons. On his first 
visit, Arthur fell in love with Tennyson’s younger sister, 18-year-old Emily. 
 Tennyson and Hallam worked on a book of poetry together. The first book 
had to be published in secret because Tennyson’s father didn’t approve. Nor did 
he approve of Hallam’s relationship with Emily. Hallam was forbidden from 
visiting Tennyson’s home. In February of 1831 Tennyson’s father died.  As a 
result, Hallam could now visit Emily. Now, without his father, and with the aid 
and support of Hallam, Tennyson published his second book of poetry.  
 In July 1833, after visiting Emily, Hallam traveled to Vienna with his father. 
Hallam became ill but after a few days of bed rest he was feeling better. So, on 
September 15, 1833, Hallam seemed to be on the mend; he was in a good mood 
and went on a short walk with his father. After returning to the hotel, Hallam 
went to read his book in front of the fire and his father continued on with his 
walk.                                                        

When he returned, it appeared that Hallam had fallen asleep. A short time 
later, his father realized his son was dead. He had died from a stroke. Tennyson 
and Emily were devastated by this event. No one was expecting the young man to 
die. They were expecting to see their friend when he returned; but instead 
Tennyson got a letter from Hallam’s uncle, which broke the heartbreaking news.   
 Tis better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all.  
(https://knowledgenuts.com /2014/02/05/tennyson-wrote-tis-better-to-have-loved-and-lost-
about-a-man) 
 The Christian religion is largely based upon the reception of ancient truths 
spoken by people from long ago.  It is the timeless quality of these words, which 
have stood the test of time. We hear the prophet say, “He shall judge between 
nations and decide disputes for many peoples, they shall beat their swords into 
plowshares, their spears into pruning hooks, nation shall not lift up sword 
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against nation, nor learn war anymore”… and if honest, it all sounds so 
fantastic. I suppose part of the role of the prophet was to deliver news that only 
he was able to deliver, no matter how fanciful it may have sounded. Yet, how 
many believers in Jesus hear him say, “stay awake for you do not know what day 
your Lord is coming”, and think, “yeah right”? The return of the Lord is not an “if 
but a when” YET Jesus cautioned us against trying to figure out the exact date or 
time of his return.  We’re essentially told to expect the unexpected in this life. 
Jesus uses the image of men working in a field and women working at a mill in 
which one of them is taken and one is left. This is an odd yet vivid scene. The 
“rapture” as it has become named, is a topic that Presbyterians often avoid 
preaching about with any conviction.   
We’re mostly a well-read, educated lot that doesn’t like to guess about such 
things… so when other Christians have done as much we often roll our eyes. In 
our roughly four hundred years of American Presbyterianism, most of our biggest 
spats have had to do with how to explain the effects of Holy Scripture in 
community.   
We’ve done this through documents known as confessions, devotional journals 
known as catechisms or styles of worship given guidance by a book of order/book 
of common worship. We like things to work in order and have lots of reasons for 
why we do… everything. Yet, the study of the “end times” is far more abstract.  
 This is why you hear so little concerning the second coming of Christ from 
Calvinist pulpits, because it’s unknown. The deeper struggle for many of us is 
not limited to theological debates but in appreciating the providence of God.  We 
hold to a very firm belief in an all knowing, able and wise God, yet when bad 
things happen to us-or others we’re left without much to say… which is hard for 
us.                                     
It’s my opinion on this topic that “less is more”. Though we’d like to explain why 
sickness, disease exist, natural disasters occur and how ungodly people become 
seated in places of power, it’s just not worth trying to make sense of what doesn’t 
make sense to begin with.  Our fallen world allows many kinds of errors to co-
exist with miracles.  
 Practically speaking we may like things to work out as we’ve planned but 
sometimes even the people that we invite to our holiday dinner can’t make it. 
Then, some of the sweetest memories we make are due to unexpected events. 
Often family traditions begin by accident. That’s why we must never lose the 
childlike wonder so welcome this time of year. Glowing lights and green wreaths 
are more than materials.                                                                                                              
 We need to release our human tendency to explain all of the details of “how 
it will all come to pass”… because Jesus reminds us (through scripture) that even 
the angels don’t know the day or the hour in which the coming of the son of man 
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will occur. There’s nothing we can do about the timing of His return but there is 
something we can do about how we live the days that we’re given.                                                        
 How are we living, are we ready for the Lord to return? Were He to come 
back this morning…? I’m sure we’d welcome him but what about during the 
Steelers vs. Browns game? Were He to return during the moments when you’re 
about to lose your temper with the tangled lights, how will you greet him? Were 
He to return on Monday when you have so much to do, will He still be your 
priority?                                                     The season of advent isn’t just about 
waiting for it to all turn out as you desire, nor is it meant to be a monastic 
exercise where one retreats from the holiday parties or real-life struggles of life 
and it certainly isn’t just about making a list of all that you need to do, it is about 
allowing yourself to be surprised with the special moments that occur along the 
way, the unexpected gifts that end up making your day! 
 In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit 
          AMEN! 


