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But about that day and hour no one knows, neither the angels of heaven,
nor the Son, but only the Father. For as the days of Noah were, so will be
the coming of the Son of Man. For as in the days before the flood they
were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, until the day
Noah entered the ark, and they knew nothing until the flood came and
swept them all away, so, too, will be the coming of the Son of Man. Then
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. But understand this: if the owner of the house had known in what
part of the night the thief was coming, he would have stayed awake and
would not have let his house be broken into. Therefore, you also must be
ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an hour you do not expect.



Repeating the same stories over and over again is a proud tradition at my
family’s Thanksgiving table — maybe your family is the same way — and
one of the greatest hits from my mom, aunt, and uncle is recollecting an
absurd movie about the rapture they were made to watch at church as
young people. The rapture, if you are fortunate enough not to know, is this
idea from the 1830s arguing for a very specific end-of-the-world scenario
that is drawn from a variety of biblical texts. The film is 4 Thief'in the
Night from 1972, and you can watch the whole thing on YouTube — as I
did this week — if you want to cook your algorithm and watch what
somebody on the Internet Movie Database has accurately called “the most
embarrassing movie ever made.”

The film opens with a woman waking up to a news bulletin that several
million people have gone missing and that the leading theologians of the
day are calling it the rapture, as predicted in the Gospel of Matthew, this
very text. The woman frantically searches for her husband and finds that
the only thing left of him is his electric razor buzzing in the sink. The film
flashes back to all the warnings she should have listened to and builds to a
terrible climax that I won’t spoil, mostly because it’s just awful. Don’t
watch the movie.

Now, for those of my own particular elder millennial vintage, you may
recall the Left Behind series of apocalyptic fiction, which capitalized on
Y2K by churning out 12 books between 1995 and 2007, as well as all
manner of films and merchandise. I had a dear friend in seminary whose
parents were atheists, but who, as a child, was taken by some neighbors to
their church, which was all in on Left Behind. He got way into it himself
and believed, in his childhood, that he was going to be raptured without
his parents, so he slept with a Bible under his pillow with relevant



passages highlighted that he was certain would help his unbelieving
parents survive the future tribulations.

What’s astonishing about these books and movies — for all their bad
biblical interpretation, pastoral malpractice, and fearmongering among
children — is that somehow they manage to agree with Jesus on one
crucial, surprising, and inarguable aspect of this story. 4 Thief in the Night,
the Left Behind series, and the Gospel of Matthew somehow all agree that
the ones who were taken away are the fortunate ones.

To understand what a big deal this is, we first need to know a bit about the
community that Matthew is writing to. He’s among a minority Jewish
community in Roman-occupied Syria, and this community would have
been well aware of the destruction of the Jewish temple and sack of
Jerusalem by the Romans in response to an uprising in that city in the year
70 CE. This was an extremely traumatizing event for the Jewish
community in the ancient near east, and they would all be living in its
aftermath. They would have experienced quiet and arbitrary arrests in their
community, betrayal, the naming of names, and a deep collective fear of
being handed over to authorities. They likely would have had refugee
families fleeing the backlash in Jerusalem in their community and families
who had a relative arrested, tortured, enslaved, or crucified.

In other words, this is a community living in fear of exactly the scenarios
Jesus describes: two working in a field and one being taken. Two women
grinding meal together and one being taken. A nighttime raid. For an
ethnic and religious minority in Roman-occupied Syria, being taken away
was the stuff of nightmares... and Jesus was telling them that the ones
being taken were fortunate. How can this be?



Jesus is asserting something here that’s very hard to accept and we should
be skeptical of it for the same reasons as Matthew’s original audience. In
December 1979, the de facto leader of Argentina, Jorge Rafael Videla,
coined a new term: los desaparecidos, the disappeared, and I think this
term has great explanatory power for our world today. Videla came to
power through a military coup in 1976 and led the government forces in
Argentina’s Dirty War, during which an estimated 30,000 people were
disappeared. Around the same time, the government of Augusto Pinochet
in Chile disappeared approximately 3,000 people, and the government
forces in El Salvador disappeared more than 5,000 people in the civil war
there. What do you mean disappeared? I’ll quote Videla: these people are
“not there, neither living, nor dead. They are desaparecidos.” Disappeared.

The military juntas of Central and South America in the 1970s and 80s do
not have a monopoly on this practice. It was standard operating procedure
during the Holocaust, of course, and continues today with China’s Uighur
population and others, journalists and activists in the Middle East,
dissidents and ethnic minorities in Southeast Asia, opposition leaders in
Russia, and elsewhere. For our own part, we have to reckon with CIA
black sites, “enhanced interrogation,” and the growing reliance on night
raids conducted by special forces in our various wars.

Closer to home, the fear of ICE’s latest enforcement operation in
Charlotte, NC — perversely named Operation Charlotte’s Web after the
beloved children’s book — has led to skyrocketing absenteeism in the
Charlotte-Mecklenburg School District, with as many as 20,000 young
people staying home from school each day for fear of the authorities. How
do we hear Jesus’ promises in a half-empty classroom in a Charlotte
elementary school? We know that detentions and deportations have led to
many Thanksgiving tables with empty chairs: people who are not there,



neither living nor dead. Disappeared. How do we say grace at the
Thanksgiving table with Jesus’ words ringing in our ears?

Yet Matthew is unequivocal: to be taken away is to be removed from
danger. The Greek verb here is used four times in the Jesus birth narrative
to indicate the baby being “taken away” from danger. Likewise, it’s used
multiple times to say Jesus “takes” the disciples aside or into his presence.
The text is clear: To be left is to remain in danger. To be taken is to be
brought into safety; the presence of God. The man in the field, the woman
at the mill, the taken, the disappeared, enfolded into the safety of the
almighty.

I don’t know how this could possibly work, but I don’t understand it in
exactly the same way that I don’t understand the beatitudes from earlier in
the gospel of Matthew. Here, Jesus asserts: blessed are the poor in spirit,
blessed are those who mourn, blessed are the meek, blessed are those who
hunger and thirst for righteousness, blessed are the merciful, blessed are
the pure in heart, blessed are the peacemakers, blessed are those who are
persecuted for righteousness’ sake, and then to put a very fine point on it,
blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all
kinds of evil against you falsely on account of Jesus. Here in the
beatitudes, just as in our passage for this morning, Jesus is calling blessed
those who are obviously not blessed in their particular context. He is
asserting that it might not be today, but on the day that matters, that hoped
for day sometime in the future, these people will have a great reward. |
don’t understand this, but I’'m trying to take Jesus at his word: To be taken
away is to be blessed.

Advent is meant to be a season of preparation, of preparing your heart for
the arrival of the baby Jesus. It’s a time to meditate on just how profound



Jesus’ arrival in the world really is; just how profound his teachings are;
just how profound a claim they make on our lives. Advent is a season to
wait upon the Lord and, in this particular passage, to wait without having
any idea when the fulfillment of that waiting will come. It is a time to
redouble our efforts at doing what Jesus calls us to do, as if he could return
at any moment.

For most of us, the fear of being taken is not foremost in our minds. It
does not fill us with the dread that it would have evoked among the Jewish
minority of 1-century Roman-occupied Syria. It does not fill us with the
dread that it evokes among our neighbors in Chicago, Los Angeles,
Charlotte, people held in CECOT and in detention centers all over our
land. So then it falls to us to wait upon the scandalizing fact that in the
coming kingdom, those who are taken are blessed; those who are
disappeared are taken into the shelter of the most high God.

How shall we keep awake to this startling truth? We can cultivate practices
this Advent season that allow us to see disappeared people and to
acknowledge them as blessed. Grief has a way of disappearing us and
Advent is a time to be on guard for widows and widowers, those who’ve
lost a child, those people walking the lonely road of grief. To prepare for
the arrival of the Son of Man is to remember and extend an invitation to
those being disappeared into their grief. Dementia and Alzheimer’s disease
disappear the people who suffer from them. So, prepare for the arrival of
the Son of Man by remembering them, especially when they can no longer
remember you. People with disabilities or chronic illnesses speak of the
invisibility of an able-ist world. So, prepare for the Son of Man by being
on guard for those who are disappeared by what our world calls limitation.
People, as they age or retire, are disappeared by a system that demands a
certain kind of productivity. So, prepare for the Son of Man by



remembering and enfolding older people. People who struggle with
addiction, depression, or mental illness are made to disappear by our
unwillingness to talk about these things openly. So, we prepare for the Son
of Man by shining a light on the darkness of these topics. There are people
disappearing all around us — cultivate practices of enfolding them this
Advent.

And of course, there are those literally being disappeared — ripped from
their families and bundled into vehicles — by gangs of masked men. The
kinds of people that Matthew’s original readers were probably thinking
about when they first heard this story. So yes, we do prepare for the Son of
Man by fighting to keep this from happening. And when it does, we
wonder what it could mean for us that we have been left behind. We hope
that on the day that matters, at the coming of the Son of Man, when all of
these who are taken will be blessed, that we will be judged to have looked
on and seen their blessedness, even as we watch them be disappeared
before our eyes.

Amen.



