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Isaiah 2:1-5, Romans 13:11-14, Matthew 24-37-44, Psalm  122


This past Thursday, there were 16 people at our house for Thanksgiving. They were arriving in five different cars, from five different areas of the city & state. And believe me, if you knew these people you’d also know that they have five different ways of perceiving the fairly basic concept of  “2:00 o’clock.”  So there I was, all ready, with high chairs for the babies … a few special dishes for our guests from El Salvador … a separate serving table for the vegans … double the extra mashed potatoes & giblet gravy for Myles … that jellied cranberry sauce that nobody ever eats, but everybody always wants to see on the table … take-home food containers from the Dollar Store … everything in place. 

Days and days of cooking and cleaning and preparing all boiled down to “When are they going to get here … will they be reasonably on time … how will I ever get all this food cooked, served & relatively hot at the same time; then gradually, I moved into what was I thinking …why did I ever say I would do this again, for the 31st time … will I live through yet another of these Thanksgivings … would God be gracious and take me home before next November?”  And I must admit, contrary to what we all sang this morning, my soul in stillness did not wait.
And yet, waiting seems to be the theme of our readings this morning, on this first Sunday of Advent. And not the kind of waiting that I did on Thanksgiving, in a state of nervous anxiety for something to happen and everything to fall apart. But waiting with a peaceful heart. Waiting in the certainty of God’s promise of good things. Waiting in hope.

Joan Chittister writes about hope, and she says that hope is as much a feeling as anything else. It’s that feeling we can have that no matter where we are, and no matter what is happening to us, we’ve probably been there before. And we know God has been with us before, so why would God not be with us now? According to Joan Chittister, hope is not some ephemeral virtue. Hope is grounded in verifiable data. Hope remembers the reality of things past, and projects that reality forward. The more we allow ourselves to remember that God-Was-With-Us, the more we allow ourselves to breathe into our anxiety and say God-Is-With-Us. In fact, isn’t that how we begin our liturgical year every year, refreshing our memory that our God is Emmanuel, God-With-Us, and just breathing into that? And shouldn’t we be beginning our liturgical year today in a spirit of waiting in  hope?
Jesus tells us today that the Promised One is coming at the time we least expect it. He tells us to have a watchful eye, to be prepared, not to be caught off guard. But I wonder --  is that a command to be anxious in our vigilance, or is it an invitation to remember to take a breath when we forget that Emmanuel is already & always here?  The Gospel we heard today is sometimes referred to as one of the Gospels of Watchfulness – not a watchfulness against  something going wrong, that will make our world fall apart. But a watchfulness that invites our eyes simply to be wide open to the presence of Emmanuel, God-With-Us in every moment, as God has been before and will always be in our lives. The Gospel today invites us to wait in hope.    

Now, make no mistake about it. In ways large and small, we will all lose hope at one time or another. Somewhere around October of next year, I’m pretty sure I’ll be seriously considering selling the house & getting out of Dodge before Thanksgiving comes again. But more seriously, I’m sure we will all wonder at one time or another how we’re ever going to get through the loss of a child or a spouse … how we’re going to deal with losing a job, or retiring, or just plain getting older … how we’re going to continue to parent children whom we don’t seem to know any more … how we’re going to face into an illness that threatens our life. We’ll all lose hope. And Jesus’ message to us today in Matthew’s Gospel is this – just try to stay awake no matter what happens to you.  Try to stay in the moment and remember that here, now, is where God has been, is, and always will be for each of us.
 Sometimes life threatens to overwhelm us like the flood in Noah’s time; sometimes we’re like those people who were lost in the waters because they weren’t paying attention to anything except themselves and their own worries and concerns Yet at those times, Jesus invites us to climb into the Ark of Hope, and find safety there. Once again – on this First Sunday of Advent, Jesus doesn’t offer us words of anxious vigilance; he offers us words of hope.                 
       In his letter to the Romans, Paul tells us today that now is the hour to wake up from our sleep. Now is the time to cast off the deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light. Today we begin a new liturgical year – not asleep and unaware, but alive in the memory of all the times God has been with us and will be with us again. Today, Paul invites us to the consciousness that is hope.

Even Isaiah shares a great vision of hope with us today – not a vision of a static heaven (where we’ll never have to cook Thanksgiving Dinner again), but a vision of hope where God is continually with us (as God has been for my past 31Thanksgiving Dinners). Isaiah tells us that he sees peoples and nations not stuck in the comfort of their unawareness & their fear & their anxiety, but streaming toward the mountain of God …not  sitting and waiting in anxious vigilance,  but climbing to the house of the God of their ancestors. In his vision, Isaiah sees a people who believe that there is a God who was, and who is, and who always will be there for them … a people who can remember that God was with them before they ever had swords, and who will be with them as they beat those swords back into plowshares. Isaiah sees a people who, even though they have trained for war, can still believe that God will give them peace. Isaiah sees a vision of a people of hope. 

On this First Sunday in Advent, we begin a new liturgical year. In this season of Advent, we’re invited to remember that a very human Jesus became incarnate as an infant years ago … that the Cosmic Christ continues to be alive in all creation today … and that the Promised One dwells as a constant Presence  in our lives whenever we take a breath in the middle of our anxious lives, and remember to live in hope. Again, words from Isaiah: O house of Rachel and Leah and Jacob, come, let us walk in the light of our God. May we remember that we find the light of our God in the candle we lit this afternoon to begin a new liturgical year … the candle for the First Sunday of Advent … the Candle of Emmanuel-God-With-Us … the Candle of Hope. 
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