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They Knew Nothing 

1 Advent A – November 27, 2022 

 

I grew up in this country in the Golden Age of Sitcoms: the 1970s and 1980s. This 

was the time after the reign of The Three Stooges but before the onset of Friends, so 

make of that what you will. It was an embarrassment of riches, but you had to set 

your schedule by when these things were shown on TV. No recording devices yet; 

if you miss it, that’s it. Now you have to wait for the reruns. Seeing one’s favorites, 

at least the first time through, meant paying attention to the time, which was not 

altogether bad, when you think about it.  

Depending on the weeknight, in our four-person household with its five TVs we 

could chose from among one or more episodes of Alice, Three’s Company, Welcome 

Back Kotter, Barney Miller, of course All in the Family, its erstwhile spinoff Maud 

and the subsequent Golden Girls, Sanford & Son, Cheers, Happy Days, M*A*S*H, 

One Day at a Time, Gomer Pyle USMC, The Andy Griffith Show, Petticoat 

Junction, The Beverly Hillbillies – reruns, mostly, by this point; we watched a lot of 

TV at home – and, of course, Hogan’s Heroes. I would imagine that any leadership 

skills I have or stage presence I possess, not to mention any sense of irony and comic 

timing, are at least in part due to the writers and actors of these shows. Thank you 

all for being a friend.  

A turn of phrase that was key to one of them came to mind as I reflected on the 

gospel this morning. It is Sgt. Schultz’s typical response when being questioned by 

one of his superior officers about something he’d ill-done or left undone, knew about 

but was not supposed to know about, or had seen but wanted that he had not seen: 

“I know nothing, nothing!” Ignorance, or the feigning of it, in his case was usually 
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bliss, sympathetic characters in sitcoms being outfitted with plot armor, at least until 

they are shot down over the Sea of Japan. In the good sergeant’s case, the armor did 

not fail, and his colonel never, to my knowledge, followed through on his constant 

threats to send him to the Russian Front. Dread, indeed, was that killing field, and it 

is only at this distance that I reflect that the shows of that period, in what proved to 

be the autumn of the Cold War, had a far greater number of sympathetic characters 

from the Wehrmacht than it did from the Red Army or of anyone born east of Berlin 

or west of Panmunjom. “I knew nothing, nothing!” then about why, I might’ve 

innocently answered had I been asked, though ignorance in this case proved not to 

be bliss. With whom or at whom one laughs, one can sympathize. With those who 

one sees depicted only as villains, it is harder to do so, even when one can’t quite say 

why.  

Those in today’s gospel who ‘know nothing, nothing’ are given to us neither as 

heroes nor villains. They come as faceless people doomed to die and who, because 

of this, no longer matter. Most of them are those whom the Lord, in the story of the 

flood, has sentenced to Death by Water. They have no idea that he has, never mind 

why he has, and it comes upon them with no effective warning. It’s not clear to me 

that any of them would’ve been saved even if they had listened to Noah or asked 

why that crazy old man was building himself a mid-size megayacht1 so far from shore 

and with so many rooms set aside for lions and tigers and bears, oh my. Jesus, in this 

gospel passage, uses the victims of that omnicide as types of those who will be living 

when the Son of Man returns, “eating and drinking, marrying and giving in 

marriage” unaware that it doesn’t matter, none of it, not anymore. The end is near, 

 
1 Scholars estimate that the ark, if built to the specifications given in Genesis, would have been 510’ long. At the 
time of this writing, the world’s longest megayacht is the Azzam, measuring 590’, and said to be owned by the 
royal family of Abu Dhabi. An ark capable of actually housing a viable population of all the earth’s animal species 
is estimated to require 4 billion cubic feet of space. By some estimates the ark as spec’d would’ve had 1.5 million 
cubic feet. 
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and the Lord who metes it out hasn’t changed all that much. Such a God is rather 

like Nature as Tennyson describes her In Memoriam 55, “So careful of the type she 

seems / So careless of the single life.” The poet had thought them at strife in this, 

God and Nature, with God seeking to preserve each soul and Nature giving neither 

thought nor care. His trust in that God is faint, indeed. After all, the natural world 

exists by the laws God made or at least allows. If we, with the poet, find “that of fifty 

seeds / She brings but one to bear” as fruit or bloom, we, like him, might “falter 

where I firmly stood” and agree with old Ben that nothing is certain but death and 

taxes. The Son of Man’s math is better than that, one should note; in the apocalyptic 

gospel for today, only one is taken for each one that is left. Still, it’s not great, and 

makes us wonder why anyone should be taken at all. Would Job have found God 

just or kind if only half his children had died, not all? Maybe we are better off to 

stand there next to Sgt. Schultz, and ‘know nothing, nothing!’ after all. 

Whenever readings like this gospel come up, I always ask, “Why is God like this?” 

Why come like a thief in the night? Why show up when no-one’s asked you to, no-

one’s looking for you, and no-one’s ready to even be properly hospitable? What for? 

It’s as though the Lord above is some cosmic health or fire inspector, beaming into 

your place of business when you’re least expecting them, seeing if they can catch you 

out in some code violation. More to the point, the Son of Man imagined this way is 

like the Spanish Inquisition, whom no less than Monty Python hath oft warned us 

no-one ever expects. The lesson comes down to a charge to Be Prepared for what 

you cannot Be Prepared For. Never think that things will stay this way forever, no 

matter how good or bad this way is. You don’t know what’s coming or when, but 

be ready for it. If Beckett were writing this, it’d say something like: “I’ll be ready. I 

can’t be ready. I’ll be ready.” Till then, we wait. 
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Paul, in the passage we heard from Romans this morning, gives us this thought in its 

sunny-side-up version. We no longer have to live lives of quiet or raucous 

desperation, he notes, since we’re saved. The light has come on, the dawn is upon 

us, and we can live, as the Buddha might have put it, without attachment or error, 

and no longer participate in the cycle of desire and suffering to which unaided 

humanity is cursed by the logic of its own limitations and mortality. We’re free – so 

live like it. Stop getting drunk or messing around to forget or escape; live without 

jealously, selfishness, violence, and greed, and look how much better everyone’s lives 

will be. The end is coming soon – the one who left on clouds ascending will come 

back that way, and after that, we will be with him in paradise. Until then, no worries. 

Live beautifully and not to yourselves alone, awake, enlightened, and free. 

Yet in the times between Paul’s writing these words and Matthew’s gospel being 

penned on scrolls, terrible things happened – worse than anyone had expected, and 

worse than they’d ever imagined. The legions of Rome, under the future emperors 

Vespasian and Titus, invaded Judaea, sacked Jerusalem, destroyed the Temple, and 

did to that city what Putin apparently wants his hordes and generals to do to Kyiv et 

al. They did so to put down the 1st Jewish revolt against their rule (66-73 CE) – a 

near thing, at least until the legions showed it. It all started over protests about taxes, 

but amped up when the Romans responded to those protests with violence. At least 

one writer at the time wrote that a million people died in the siege of Jerusalem. 

There were many instances, that is, where two were working in the field, and one 

was taken while the other left – or two grinding grain, and both slain by a tyrant’s 

invading, thieving hordes.  

The gospels are written in the shadow of this horror. They put into the mouth of 

Jesus – or remember having heard from that mouth – a warning of the disaster that 

would not happen until thirty years or so after he was killed. They also wrote that he 
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said this would happen, though no-one understood at the time, and that they really 

did have to Be Prepared not only for what you cannot Be Prepared For, but for what 

you cannot stop. If every Christian did exactly as Paul had told them to, had given 

up revelry and drink and selfish, lying, self-serving behavior and lived as good Boy 

and Girl Scouts for the rest of their days, it wouldn’t have stopped the rebellion or 

the invasion to put it down. These things happen, the gospels realize, and we have 

to find how Jesus’ words, sayings, deeds, and the meaning of his life have to stand up 

to them, help us make sense of them, if we’re going to have any hope of finding in 

this world safety, or relief from it in the next. 

Jerusalem, the gospel writers understood, was not going to give them that. The 

Temple was not going to give them that. Rome, certainly, was not going to give 

them that. From the looks of things, Rome would put down anyone or anything 

that tried. They began to see that they had little hope in this world, and starting 

turning that hope to the next. Salvation from sins and hurts and ignorance were still 

gifts of the living God, as was the hope of the resurrection and for grace under fire 

when things got hot. But that would not change the world, or not anytime soon. 

They discerned that this world could not be the be-all and end-all, since it was clearly 

not getting better the further they got from Jesus’s own life. So they learned to 

remember having heard in his voice warnings they could not ignore about things 

they could not prevent. They learned to have faith not that he would save them from 

them, but save them in the midst of them, that they would endure, and in the end 

triumph, if not tomorrow or today. Their hope became not of this world, and the 

peace it gave them passed all understanding, in the knowledge and love of God, and 

in clear-eyed acceptance that God knew all that was wrong but had some reason for 

not making it all right right now. Learn in this world to love no matter what, and in 

next to enjoy its promised joys.  
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They wanted to believe, to pray, to shout with Isaiah that peace would break out in 

their own time, that the people would beat their swords into plowshares and their 

spears into pruning hooks, that nation would not rise up against nation and they 

would know war no more. They knew, they could see, that in their time it would 

not, but that each war, like each peace, comes to an end. The cycle goes on, but only 

so long as God allows. In the end, there will be need for neither sword nor plowshare, 

spear nor pruning hook, in the peaceable kingdom where lion shall lie down with 

lamb, and a little child lead them. Then, they would truly know nothing, nothing! 

Of war and strife, of pain and grief, of having to endure but finding they could not 

endure. Then, there would nothing to hope for and nothing to fear. All would be 

revealed and fulfilled. All would be as it was meant to be, and all memory of what it 

was not would be as the fog after it has lifted, or the dew when it has gone back to 

the sky. All of a sudden this would be, at an unexpected hour. You can’t prepare for 

it, can’t get ready for it. You just have to welcome it when it comes. For it will – 

and on this they staked their lives and went to their deaths – it will come, in the end. 

Amen. 

 


	They Knew Nothing
	1 Advent A – November 27, 2022


