Doctor Who and films - like the Time Traveller's Wife catch our imagination. The thought of being able to move backwards and forwards in time attracts us. 'Time like an ever-rolling stream bears all its sons away.' We may wish to cheat that. But in the real world, time just marches on. The lines deepen on our faces. We move towards an old age which we dread - partly for fear that we may retreat - travelling in time to the sunlit uplands of our imagined and idealised childhood.
So let's get back to the future. Our Advent theme is 'Looking Ahead'. Advent literally means the 'coming'. Most often, of course, we associate it with the count-down of the Advent Calendar to the coming of Jesus at Christmas. But there are darker colours and deeper levels. Advent invites us to look ahead to the Second Coming of Christ at the end of the world, the arrival of the Kingdom of God and the judgement which comes with it. So the prophet Haggai speaks a message of hope to those who are rebuilding the Jerusalem Temple in difficult times. The words of our second reading from the gospel of Luke speak of the turmoil which will be signs of the coming of the end.
In our secular society, that kind of thinking about the end of the world does not come easily. In my youth, dangerous corners on the road were seemingly as likely to be marked with a sign saying, 'Prepared to meet thy God' as with a 'Dangerous Bend' sign. It's a mindset and we don't live in it easily today
But in other respects, we find ourselves right in the middle of that kind of thinking and we struggle with it. This was the year when the last of the British veterans of the First World War died. So we lost the direct and personal memory of the 'war to end all wars'. But hardly a day passes without ever more urgent warnings of another end time - the danger of human-induced climate change. Next Saturday, I'll be in Glasgow taking part in a big climate change march called 'The Wave'. It's planned to draw attention to the summit meeting of world leaders in Copenhagan. Today's politics is short term. It doesn't easily look ahead at issues which apparently threaten an end of the world as we know it
Falteringly we begin to move forward out of the economic recession. No we couldn't look ahead to a future of endless economic growth and personal wealth. Our apparent economic strength was shown to be very fragile. The so-called 'Masters of the Universe' proved to be nothing of the kind. Human weakness - greed and arrogance - proved as effective as ever at destroying hope.
The Irish poet, WB Yeats, put it in these words in his poem, 'The Second Coming' 
Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; 
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;
The best lack all conviction, while the worst
Are full of passionate intensity.
Surely some revelation is at hand;
Surely the Second Coming is at hand. 

And what does it tell us? I think it tells us that we who are used to planning our lives in meticulous detail find it extraordinarily difficult to look ahead, to think beyond ourselves and our own needs, to contemplate God's majestic vision of the future Kingdom when he will be all in all.

The Bible tells the story of the coming of Jesus in very personal and intimate terms.  It begins with the visit of the angel to Mary to tell her that she is to be the mother of the Christ-child.  We hear it now sung in the Russian words of an anthem by the composer Arvo Part.  
ANTHEM 

'Be on your guard.' 'Be alert at all times' - the words of Jesus from the Gospel of Luke. These passages are called apocalyptic because they reveal the end. I don't think that we find that very easy - we are much more people of the 'here and now' There's a second message in the words of scripture and I don't think we find that very easy either. It's the challenge to be alert and on guard. My diary runs a long way ahead - I haven't got space to deal with the unexpected.
But the unexpected and unwelcome has its own way of forcing itself into our lives. In the years when I was a hospital chaplain, that reality was very stark for me. I would sit with people in A&E and reflect: 'two hours ago everything was normal in the lives of these people - until sudden illness, car accident, sudden death - arrived and found them unprepared.' In those circumstances, people were often heroic. But the challenge for them - and for me as I tried to comfort them and find words to pray - was very great. Put simply, it was that not everything in life can be ordered and predictable, controllable or insured against.
As we look ahead, Jesus challenges us to be alert and on guard. We don't know when the end will come and the Kingdom established. But there are ways in which that is a very positive message.
I believe that we are at our most intensely creative when there are boundaries. A deadline helpfully focuses the mind. Beautiful pictures occupy space within a frame. The deepest relationships are cultivated within a commitment which excludes others. The most meaningful silences are framed with words.
So the challenge to live with one eye looking towards the unexpected coming of the end is an invitation to live life intensely. It's the difference between managing the present and envisioning the future. The recent death of Senator Edward Kennedy led me to read some words which his brother Robert addressed to the young people of South Africa in 1966. They look ahead with vision and optimism to the building of a better world. Speaking of the two scourges of starvation and slaughter, he said, '

These are differing evils, but they are the common works of man. They reflect the imperfection of human justice, the inadequacy of human compassion, our lack of sensibility towards the suffering of our fellows. But we can perhaps remember -- even if only for a time -- that those who live with us are our brothers; that they share with us the same short moment of life; that they seek -- as we do -- nothing but the chance to live out their lives in purpose and happiness, winning what satisfaction and fulfillment they can.

'The same short moment of life ... ' This is not a cruel foreshortening. Rather it is a boundary which tells us that the time for doing good, for righting wrong, for defeating injustice, for protecting the weak .. is not endless. We are called to Look Ahead - and looking ahead to see the vision of the Kingdom of God.
