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In the name of one God – creator, redeemer and sustainer. Amen. 
 
Well, here we are. The season of Advent is upon us, and today is the start of a new liturgical 
year. In some respects, perhaps we should be saying “Happy New Year!” as we move from the 
many weeks after Pentecost into this wonderful new time. 
 
We’re at the beginning of a period when we await the birth of the Messiah. In the New 
Testament timeline, this is an event that hasn’t happened; it’s something that’s still a distant, 
faint glimmer on the horizon of history. But for us, and particularly with our Gospel reading this 
morning, we find ourselves confronted – as we have for the past several weeks with the 
readings from Matthew – with a vision of Christ’s second coming. 
 
Wait, you may be thinking. How can we be talking about the return of Jesus before he has even 
appeared the first time? 
 
What we’re encountering here is what theologians refer to as the “already/not yet” paradox of 
the Gospels. Even before his birth, Jesus has already brought an awareness of God’s kingdom 
and into a relationship with God. But we’re not fully in the kingdom or living fully in that 
relationship – not yet.1 Jesus is already established as the Messiah; he has not yet been born. 
Through Jesus we have already been redeemed; we have not yet been judged at his return. 
 
Today’s reading from Mark is what is known as the little apocalypse (unlike the apocalyptic 
vision on a much larger scale that we find in Revelation). The meaning of that word is not what 
we would expect; “apocalypse” here in Mark is not a period of total destruction. In its original 
Greek form, apokalypsis, it instead means an unveiling or a revealing. What we have been given 
here is a revelation of what Christ’s return would look like. 
 
One thing that strikes me about the Gospel is the sequence of incredible natural events that 
comes in advance of Jesus. A darkened sun and moon. Falling stars. A shaking of all the powers 
in the heavens. These occurrences are echoes of similar signs in the Old Testament: the stars 
falling like withered leaves in Isaiah 34; the earthquakes and darkened celestial bodies in Joel 2. 
And these are but just a few examples. But the similarities are clear. The major difference is 
that, unlike in the Old Testament, the natural events in Mark are a loud, noticeable prelude to 
the return of Jesus. His return triggers a major change in the cosmic order – an order set in 
place by the power of God and now taken apart by the power of God. 
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But something else about this reading is important to me, something far more gentle than stars 
going dark or the earth shaking and far lighter. It is the reference to clouds: “Then they will see 
the Son of Man coming in clouds.” Clouds are often considered to be things that obscure. Low-
lying clouds block our view of the surrounding mountains. Dark clouds hide the sun. At night, 
our view of the cosmos can be blocked by clouds moving across the sky. 
 
Here, however, clouds aren’t hiding; they are revealing. A cloud is a symbol of the presence of 
God. Psalm 68 refers to “lift[ing] up a song to him who rides upon the clouds – his name is the 
Lord.” In 1 Kings 8, we read of a cloud that was the glory of God filling up the house of the Lord. 
And here, we have Jesus returning in a way that hearkens back to that imagery: in the very 
clouds that are a direct link to God. I found it somewhat beautiful and quite powerful in its own 
right that out of all of the things that are being changed about the cosmos, the trembling and 
darkness that herald the appearance of Jesus, the full power of God and God’s son is revealed 
in something as light as a cloud. 
 
Clouds also symbolize something that refreshes and provides life. In preparing this sermon, I 
read no fewer than 18 verses from the Old and New Testaments linked to clouds and rain and 
their life-giving power. References in the Psalms to providing rain for the earth. Job talking 
about how clouds drip upon humanity abundantly. A reference in Ecclesiastes to the full clouds 
pouring out rain upon the earth. 
 
And with the return of Christ on a cloud, our world will be refreshed. He will pour out his Spirit 
on every man, woman and child, the way that rain pours out upon the earth. His return will 
provide new life. The clouds will bring back the Messiah who will mark the end of the old year 
and the beginning of a new. 
 
I know that moving forward, when I look at a cloud I won’t simply see something that’s 
beautiful, or view it as something that – on bad days – blocks out the sunshine. No, I’ll look at it 
and see an image of God. I’ll see it as something that refreshes. I’ll see it the same way that this 
little apocalypse portrays it: as something on which, one day, Jesus will return – the 
overwhelming power of God being carried in something delicate and fragile.  
 
And in that, we will see a bookend to that first appearance of Jesus in this world, at the end of 
that initial season of Advent 2,000 years ago. We will see the overwhelming power of God 
being born into something delicate and fragile – a child of the clouds who will one day return in 
the clouds. 
 
Amen. 


