Still Waiting, Still Hoping

The Scripture passages in the lectionary for the®@e of Advent always seem a bit of a shock.
We most automatically think of Advent, after al, that four week period before Christmas, a
lead up to the celebration of the birth of JedQsrtainly our culture spends this four weeks and
some time before that getting ready for Christmidsve examine the Advent activities of
society at all closely, however, we will quicklyd that there is really very little interest in the
birth of the Christ-child. No, our common consuraelture is instead celebrating the season of
the bottom line and profitability, turning the irof the humble peasant King into an excuse for
conspicuous consumption that would have made aaCaes Herod blush. When we consider
how the consumerist version of Advent has influeh@er own understanding of this season in
the Church, there’s little wonder that we feel béftance, that something doesn't fit, that the
world as we experience it is not quite right.

Perhaps that is when we begin to enter into theegpirit of Advent, when we look at the status
guo and begin to question. To borrow a phrase f@orge Bernard Shaw, made famous by
Robert Kennedy, not only when we see things asdhewynd ask “why,” but when we dream
things that never were and ask “why not?” Authon&d Klug calls it being an Advent
Christian. “Advent Christians,” he writes, “bel@Christ came, but still we sing "Oh, Come,
Oh, Come, Emmanuel.” We believe that in Christkingdom of God has dawned, but still we
eagerly pray "thy kingdom come" because we lon@fatorld that is still to come. Exile,
longing, watchfulness and waiting resonate witli usrather more populist expression of this
same idea of spiritual longing among Christians im&ayound in the words of a rock and roll
song that reached number one on_the Billbatwalt in 1987: “I believe in the Kingdom
Come/When all the colors will bleed into one/Bléei one/Well, yes I'm still running/You
broke the bonds/And you loosened the chains/Catiiedross/Of all my shame/all my
shame/You know | believe it/But | still haven't faiwhat I'm looking for.” The hustle and
bustle of our shopping-mad world makes us feekdfér during Advent because we know that
the way this world is simply isn’t right. The rgahn for our world, the Kingdom of God, the
Beloved Community, is something else entirely. &k waiting for the Advent of our real
home, of God’s Kingdom Coming.

So it really is in these passages about the folélt of Creation that we find the true meaning of
the season of Advent. The first advent of Chastthat baby in that manger, began the process,
inaugurated the Kingdom. We continue the processydime we allow Christ to come again,
into and through our lives as we enter into theyBoidChrist and exercise our function as a
member of that Body by living out Christ’'s missionour world. But the fulfillment, the
completion of the process of changing our brokemesp and fouled world into what God has
intended for us all along is still to come, in & daat we cannot yet see dawning.

That waiting, that yearning, that sense of still fding what we have been looking for, is only
bearable with hope. Perhaps the most well-knoviimitien of hope comes from Emily
Dickinson: “Hope is the thing with feathers/Thatgiees in the soul, /And sings the tune without
the words, /And never stops at all...” | prefer éimdBon | heard from a great Baptist ethicist,
the late Foy Valentine: “Hope is the cultivatidnam eschatological itch.” We may participate
in that cultivation, choosing as a matter of walllbok forward to the coming of God’s Kingdom,
but it is surely the action of the Holy Spirit mur lives that engenders hope, which as Paul
taught the Corinthians is one of the greater gfiftd God gives to us, along with faith and love.
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The element of hope is easy to see in the wordisagdh this morning. His vision of a world
where the tools of destruction have been transfdimi® farming implements rings so
universally true in the hearts of humankind thataue called “Let Us Beat Swords into
Plowshares,” depicting a man engaged in that &gtwias donated to the United Nations
headquarters in New York by the Soviet Union in94.9%nfortunately, the near universality of
the desire for this outcome has not prevented hkimdrirom continuing to wage war to this
very day. As Isaiah clearly understood, the atgisiof war are inimical to the normal supply of
food to families. In his time, war preparatiorelally included beating any available metal,
including plowshares and pruning hooks, into weapmswell as the enforced taking of both
farmers and crops from fields to provide the arm@ker than the populace with manpower and
food. A more recent prophet said in 1953, “Eveun ¢hat is made, every warship launched,
every rocket fired signifies, in a final senseheft from those who hunger and are not fed, those
who are cold and not clothed.” You may be surgrigeknow that the prophet who spoke those
words was one of America’s great warriors, Dwiglgdahower. Eisenhower issued a warning
against things as they are. Isaiah dreamed a doé#nngs that are not, yet. Isaiah understood
the importance of hope to sustain God’s peopléi@g Wwait in a prolonged season of Advent.

While it is easy for us to hear the ring of hopésaiah’s words, it may be more difficult for us
to associate hope with Jesus’ words we read inHdatthis morning. It is important for us to
remember that the disciples, like mo&tCentury Jews in Roman-occupied Palestine, werereag
for the Day of the Lord. They desperately wanted @& send a physical and political savior,
someone who would turn the world upside down, peirtoppressors to the sword and ransom
captive Israel. In chapters 24 & 25 of Matthewsuteis actually disassociating the resolution of
history from their expectations. All the standéodnulas for determining the end of things are
invalid, he tells them. Instead, they must be ydad his return at any time. How are they to be
ready? As Paul Nancarrow, canon theologian foEjhiscopal Diocese of Minnesota writes,
“not (through) any moral accomplishments, any adthobelief statements, any liturgical
practice, or any religious community membershig; @anly operative criterion here seems to be
an aware responsiveness to the “Son of Man,” threrstdbf divine presence in human
personhood.” The key to this awareness, to “baingke,” comes only after he has told them
three other parables convincing them that they eseady. Jesus tells them that it is the little
everyday conduct of their lives that will mark thasithose watching for the Son of Man: “for |
was hungry and you gave me food, | was thirstyyandgave me something to drink, | was a
stranger and you welcomed me, | was naked and goe gpe clothing, | was sick and you took
care of me, | was in prison and you visited melir @ope for our own participation in the
Kingdom of God does not depend on our theologyuonorship style or who or what we are in
the world. It depends on us, as the Body of Chmstving God’s world towards being God’s
Kingdom, God'’s Beloved Community. The actions whiee take out of hope for a world that
looks more like God’s creation not only arise frimat hope but feed that hope as well.

We should also remember something else about tiebgisions of the end times. Whether we
find them in Isaiah or Matthew or Revelation or@hgre else in Scripture, the ultimate message
is the same. God is in charge. Our Loving Credha one who entered this world as a baby in
Bethlehem and suffered for us the violence of thes€, stands at the end of all things with all
things reconciled to their Creator and to eachroti@ur hope for our future, for the future of
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humankind, for the future of our planet, is novain. We live and wait and work in a prolonged
season of Advent. But in God’s time, Emmanuel waline again.

Jesus said, “Keep awake.” It should be a natusdirict for us as we realize that we live in
Advent. After all, even before we knew to calhdvent, which of us didn’t lie awake as a child,
waiting for the Christmas morning that seemed ew $h coming? Isaiah said, “O house of
Jacob, come, let us walk in the light of the Lord!&t us live as if we truly believed the
promises of the peaceable Kingdom and Christ’'smatuglory. We come in a moment to the
table, to our regular reminder that we are loved fangiven and made a part of God’s loving
Family. As we take the bread and the fruit ofihme this morning, may it awaken our spirits to
the work of bringing Christ’s holy light to a darked earth in this season of Advent. Amen.
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