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Advent Year B 2014


My son James and his family are moving to San Francisco. He’s gotten a really good job as a sous chef at the Four Seasons. He’ll be able to cook, to create in that cultural anomaly called California… a stranger in a strange land. He’s worked hard to get this promotion; and we’re really proud of him; but this is, for Katharine and me, a recognition that James is now really on his own… moving on to a new life; taking leave from that which is familiar, and embracing something entirely new, unscripted, uncertain… They’ve embarked on a journey on which I can’t travel with them…. I’m remembering when James almost strangled when he was a baby; when he broke his arm; when he had the croup; His appendectomy; when his heart was broken… reminders that, despite our best laid plans, life is uncertain… that life never, never unfolds the way we think it will… For the last three days they have been driving west… west through the desert, through mountains… hopeful, full of expectation. They don’t have much to take with them… only hope… only possibility.

The world we live in teaches us differently. It teaches us that we have control over our lives. It teaches us to set goals for success. The world we live in exalts wealth and power. The world we live in exalts the individual… self-interest being the rubric of our age… Our world has taught us what things to hope for… self actualization, self fulfillment… the best things money can buy… Masters of our own destiny… We’ve all bought into that to some extent or another… It is part of the human drama that we yearn for control… But it is a lie… we are not in control… we are part of an expanding universe governed by infinite contingency… a random unfolding… an unruly river carrying us over stony landscape, through strange lands towards new life… towards death… an improbable journey into infinite possibility…. fraught with risk and danger… We’ve told ourselves that God is in control; that God has a plan… but I doubt that… I don’t doubt there is a God, but I doubt that God has things mapped out… that God, like the minions of corporate America, has set goals, as it were. I think that God is the great improviser of creation; forever taking leave of what once was and with all hope, striking out for the new… even amid uncertainty… Could God be uncertain?… I think so. I think that it might be possible that God is as surprised at what the future holds as we are… that God knows disappointment and sorrow and despair and loss… like us… like us who are made in God’s image… and God knows surprise and wonder and joy… and awe… but most of all I think God is a God of hope…. It seems to me that because in our human nature we are predisposed to hope, then we share in the imagination of God… of like mind…. God is a God of hope… because really, at our most conscious, that is all there is.

Advent is the season of hope… this expected birth the symbol thereof. But, in truth, our entire lives as people of faith, people of conscience, is a life governed by hope… a life that is renewed and restored over and over again. We anticipate in this season that hope will be born again… the evil present in the world notwithstanding… We wait for our hope to be renewed and restored, just as have generations before us, just as did the people of Israel, who saw their viability as a nation destroyed over and over again…their wealth, their power compromised, confiscated… but what infused them with life time after time, was a sure and certain hope… Isaiah’s message is full of hope… Paul’s letter to the church in Thessalonica overflows with hope… It is no small thing, Hope…. It is at the heart of our sacred story.


So we look for signs of it… We look for reasons to hope… and scripture is not silent on the issue… we are told where hope is manifest, where it springs forth; what it looks like… throughout the sweep of scripture, the golden thread that binds our mythic story together is the possibility of hope… But what do we hope for?… So, two things… two things for which we hope… two things which are hope in its becoming: Isaiah says it, as does Paul: The first is to look for justice… and by justice I mean a world in which all people receive what they are due: That all people are afforded the opportunity to heal; to know freedom, to have dignity; to be respected, to have food and shelter enough; to live without fear for their lives…justice is to live fully human… The birth of Jesus that we anticipate in this season is the birth of the possibility of these things… Possibility! A description of God’s life perhaps…. All things possible in God… all things possible for the good. Possibility… a reason to get up in the morning. When we act as if the Good is possible then we beget shalom, the peace of mind which passes understanding, for others and for ourselves. To act toward the possibility of the Good and just is to endow hope with flesh and bones… the incarnation of hope… That’s one… The other sign of hope… the potential for hope and the sign of hope in its becoming… is praise… Praise, a celebration of awe…. In the beginning God called the creation Good…. In our meals, in our relationships, in our work, in the beauty of living on planet earth… we have reason to praise…. That’s why we gather here Sunday after Sunday… to praise God for life… and to celebrate the hope we have for a world unfolding towards the Good and the Just… We are here for the same reason God is here… to bring justice to bear… to enable all people to receive the bounty that God intends for us… and to stand with dignity, with health, with safety… those are our reasons to hope…in short, that our love matters, changes things, makes life worth living, and as we enact justice and praise then the seeds of hope are planted anew, for all to behold….always Advent… the coming of hope.

When the things of this world, the things of time and space pass away, at the death of all illusions…there is only hope that is left… perhaps a hope that is improbable… outrageous… outrageous to expect a world set right… but it is hope that stands now and in the end… May our gratitude and praise be a sign that what we hope for is true…that what we hope for is possible… a world set right until all our words and deeds are praise.
