
 1 

Camille Cook Murray     Annual Advent Audit 
The Georgetown Presbyterian Church   Matthew 24:36-44 
November 27, 2016 
Advent 1 
      
You know when you are standing at a train station and the departure board says your train is 
on time and yet it is ten minutes past its appointed departure hour and still there is no sign 
of the train.  Or when your plane hasn’t yet been listed as delayed, yet it is boarding time and 
there is no plane at your gate? Or when your Uber said it was going to be five minutes until 
pick up and it has already been five minutes and it still says five minutes and you watched it 
on the screen turn just away from where you are standing? Time enters a new reality, when 
you are not yet where you need to be, but you have already left where you were.   
 
Liminality is what we call this reality—from the Latin word-meaning threshold. This is the 
state of being in between, in an ambiguous place, disoriented by your current place, on the 
threshold of something new. You have already packed your bags, left your home, yet you 
aren’t where you are going, you are not yet where you intend to be and you don’t even know 
quite when you will get there. Welcome to Advent. This is the liminal state in the Christian 
year. It is both an ending and a beginning—or maybe it is just a threshold. We ended the 
Christian year last Sunday and today we begin the New Year—sort of.  Advent is just a zone 
of preparation for what lies ahead. Advent is not where we want to be. It is just the holding 
place we must go through in order to get to Christmas.   
 
I told Rachel my sermon title this week was “Annual Advent Audit” to which she replied, 
“Ugh. That sounds horrible!” Advent is like the TSA check point before Christmas. You 
can’t get to Christmas if you don’t go through it. And so we submit ourselves to this 
screening process, the annual scripture passages about the apocalypse, the visit from John 
the Baptist, the eerie and less loved minor Advent hymns about waiting and walking in 
darkness—all these things reminding us we are not where we hope to be. Yet even so, 
liminal states, as uncomfortable and unresolved as they may be, have purpose. They get us 
from point A to point B, in due course. Point B, in this case, is Christmas—specifically the 
Christmas Spirit, the Christmas joy, the Christmas hope. Those are deep and spiritual 
conditions and they are not switches that can just be turned on like the lights on an inflatable 
snowman. Getting into the “spirit” requires work and waiting and wrestling so that our 
spiritual selves are ready for the arrival of Christ.   
 
Matthew’s passage is the sobering 5 a.m. alarm clock waking us from our Thanksgiving 
slumbers. Two will be in the field; one will be taken and one will be left.  Two women will be grinding meal 
together; one will be taken and one will be left.  Keep awake therefore, for you do not know on what day your 
Lord is coming. Well that is unsettling—intentionally so. Jesus asks us to live somewhere in 
between the states of anxiety and aloofness—somewhere in between those two extremes is a 
state of being awake. Keep awake therefore. The train is coming, the plane is leaving, your 
car is arriving but you don’t know when . . . so you’d better be ready.  Jesus says that even he 
does not know the day or the hour when these things will happen. But he does tell them 
what to do in the meantime. Get yourselves ready! But how? We know how to pack for trips 
and plan for transitions and deck the halls, but how does one get ready for the apocalypse or 
prepare for the coming of the Christ child or anticipate Jesus’s coming kingdom? 
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I have three ideas for your annual advent audit.  Now, in the good old days of the church, 
the 1940’s-1980’s Presbyterian preachers in training were taught to always construct sermons 
with three points and a poem. You got extra credit if you used alliteration for your three 
points and if a Scotsman wrote the poem. I have never yet written a sermon like that, but 
today I’ve got for you three points of alliteration and maybe even a poem. The annual advent 
audit consists of sin, spirituality, and service. These are the metrics Jesus asked us to focus 
on the road to discipleship.  1) Repentance from sin.  2) Spiritual disciplines to connect with 
God.  3) And service to our fellowman.  I’m advocating, in light of the sobering apocalyptic 
texts throughout the Bible, as well as the current turmoil and anxiety in the air, that in this 
holiest of holy seasons, we prepare ourselves. In this liminal season, we are waiting for the 
coming hour, whether that be the celebration of Christ’s birth or of even his ultimate return.  
So while we are waiting, we’d better get down to work. 
 
The first audit area is sin. Harry Emerson Fosdick said in his book, On Being a Real Person, 
“The beginning of worth-while living is thus the confrontation with ourselves.” No 
therapist, priest, or life coach can hold up this mirror for you and complete the candid 
assessment of self. This requires the inner work of reflection and honesty to consider your 
infractions against self, against others, and against God.  Jesus said, “Let the one among you 
who is without sin be the first to cast a stone.” The question is not whether or not we are 
sinning, but how are we sinning and are we prepared to repent and amend our lives? The 
early church came up with the famous list of the seven deadly sins: pride, gluttony, greed, 
lust, envy, wrath, and sloth. It remains a good starting point in self-confrontation.   
 
Before we can move onto spiritual disciplines and service to one another we must make sure 
our hearts and minds are right with God. John the Baptist was the first to profess this, 
“Repent and prepare the way of the Lord.” Repenting from sins is the first step towards 
being ready for Christ. 
 
The second audit area is in the realm of care for our spiritual selves. We do this through our 
habits and practices. How do we care for minds? We read and learn and study. How do we 
care for our bodies? We eat well, we exercise, we visit the doctor. How do we care for our 
souls? We apply the same concepts and practices from other areas of our lives—discipline, 
thoughtfulness, self-control. 1 Timothy 4:7 says, “Discipline yourself for the purpose of 
godliness.”   
 
There are many forms of spiritual disciplines—reading the Bible, praying, worshipping, 
meditation, giving of time and treasure, and Christian fellowship. Maybe this Advent you are 
going to take up a new or a renewed application of a spiritual discipline.  Commitment to 
reading the Bible each day in Advent, a commitment to being in worship every Sunday in 
Advent, a commitment to daily prayer. The goal of these disciplines is to help us continue to 
grow into disciples, that our lives might reflect the pattern and calling of Christian believers.   
 
A church member, who will remain nameless, recently told me about an experience he had 
spending three days in a monastic retreat. He said that he has had an exceptional year—one 
of his absolute best years of his long and winding life. And so he wanted to go away and 
spend time with God, to say thank you and being connected. He told me about his time at 
the monastery in prayer, in silence, in worship, in fellowship and said he left those three days 
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soaring, on cloud nine, as he described it. When we focus on our spiritual sides, we care for 
our souls and we connect with our creator.   
 
The third and final area for your Advent audit is service. The most important commandment 
is to love God and to love our neighbors. Spiritual disciplines help us express our love for 
God. Service helps us enact our love for neighbor. Advent is the perfect time, although also 
a challenging time to get out there and serve those in need, serve those you love, serve those 
you don’t even know. The opportunities even within this church in the coming month are 
more than plentiful: the Mission Fair, the Angel Tree, the homeless dinners, the night 
shelter, meal delivery, flower delivery, pastoral visitations, and more!  My family growing up 
had an annual tradition of ringing the bell for the Salvation Army on a weekend in 
December. For hours in the freezing cold of Minnesota, we would stand by those famous 
red kettles and ring the bells. As much time as we spent pouring over toy catalogues and 
attending Christmas parties—this opportunity for service helped nudge us towards the 
Christmas spirit in a small but memorable way.  Our Advent audit will not be fully complete 
without us participating in some way in service to the church or service to our fellowman.   
 
So there you go: three points to this audit: sin, spirituality, and service. I encourage you to 
spend some time in thought around each of those categories and make a plan, starting today, 
for how this Advent will go. This is about an honest evaluation of character and confession 
of sins. It is about a serious commitment to being soulful people, people with strong and 
healthy inner lives and relationships with God. And it is about being people who take our 
faith and put it to work in the name of Christ Jesus.   
 
Jesus encouraged the disciples, those who were waiting for the coming kingdom to be vigilant, 
faithful, and prepared. As those who are living in Advent times, on the threshold of a new 
season, we too must heed his warning. Keep awake therefore, for you do not know on what day your 
Lord is coming! 
 
That is the end of the sermon but I promised you a poem. I couldn’t find one about sin, 
spirituality, and service so I decided to write one myself. This is lowbrow so don’t be 
expecting Edgar Allan Poe. The title of this poem is An Annual Advent Audit.   
 
It’s beginning to look a lot like Christmas 
Take a look in your heart and mind,  
See what troubles you will find. 
Jesus says leave your sins behind. 
 
It’s beginning to look a lot like Christmas 
Yet gluttony, lust and pride,  
keep our minds preoccupied. 
Our vows are good ‘til we backslide. 
 
It’s beginning to look a lot like Christmas. 
Our souls have been estranged, 
John the Baptist screams for change, 
Yet we’re worried about the New York stock exchange. 
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It’s beginning to look a lot like Christmas. 
When beltway is filled with blues;  
and the election won’t leave the news 
The bible, prayer, and church are your clues. 
 
It’s beginning to look a lot like Christmas. 
When the shops dissuade your fears, 
And the Redskins get your cheers, 
Then Advent flashes by much like the year. 
 
It’s beginning to look a lot like Christmas, 
Advent is the annual jumpstart, 
So get out and do your part, 
It will warm your frosty heart. 
 
It’s beginning to look a lot like Christmas, 
You’ve run the turkey trot, 
The preacher has lost the plot, 
But Jesus says fear not. 
 
It’s beginning to look a lot like Christmas, 
Presbyterians know the way, 
Sin, soul, and service yea or neigh, 
Christ will come at last and save the day. 
 
So there you have it, ladies and gentlemen. Three points and a poem . . . your annual advent 
audit!   
 
Amen. 
 
 


