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Isaiah 2:1-5; Romans 13:11-14; Matthew 24:37-44; Psalm 122, How I rejoiced when they said to me, “Let us go the housed of Our God.”


About 700 years before the Common Era, or what we used to call 700 B.C., the ten tribes that made up the northern kingdom of Israel were doing pretty well for themselves, except that greed, corruption, avarice, and political shenanigans were taking root in the DNA of that society. So when their  Assyrian neighbors decided that Israel looked pretty ripe for the picking,  those Assyrians  were able to sweep right in, and for many years the Israelites lived under the brutal, oppressive heel of their Assyrian conquerors.


And as hard as it might be to believe, just about one hundred years later, almost the same identical thing happened to the two tribes that made up the southern kingdom of Judah. Once again, a corrupt complacency permeated their society. And once again they looked like easy prey to their Babylonian neighbors. This time, though, the Kingdom of Judah was not only conquered; in an act of ultimate humiliation, its citizens were also exiled from their homeland as well. These were dark times for the twelve tribes of Judah and Israel. . 


Following the Assyrian and Babylonian conquests, Judah and Israel eventually returned to their  status as independent kingdoms. Once again, they ruled themselves. And although they were freed from Assyrian and Babylonian control, they were still traumatized, demoralized, directionless,  and without a strong leader – which they found in King Hezekiah. When Hezekiah began the difficult work of rebuilding both nations, his first priority was to centralize worship. Hezekiah made God the centerpiece of the society being rebuilt. Before they were conquered and exiled, Judah and Israel had lost their moral compass. King Hezekiah tried to help them regain it, by remembering God’s covenant with them. Putting their faith front and center, King Hezekiah helped the people keep in mind the history of promises God had made to be with them always.


King Hezekiah helped a frightened, battered people remember that God was a God of peace and a God of justice. Unlike the Assyrian gods who demanded human sacrifice on what were called “the high places,” theirs was a God who loved plowshares more than swords, and pruning hooks more than spears. Hezekiah’s vision, spoken through the words of the prophet Isaiah that we heard proclaimed today, was that all people in the world would eventually find their way to the high places. But these high places would no longer be places of human sacrifice. Rather, the Assyrian high places  would be transformed into the house of God where one nation would never raise the sword against another, nor would they ever train for war again.


King Hezekiah spoke to a people who had lost everything, and his message unfurled the wings of Hope in their hearts once again. God was with us before we were conquered; why would God not continue to be with us, even in times of suffering and captivity?. God might have been a little hard to find there for a while; but God was never absent. No matter how dark the times, no matter how deep the suffering, Hezekiah told the people, God was, is, and always will be among us. And that is a pretty good message to hear on this first Sunday of Advent. Take heart – live in hope – our God is always near.  

All of our readings today seem to point us in the direction of Hope. God is always the heartbeat of the universe. Sometimes we can hear that heartbeat a little louder, and sometimes we can barely hear it at all. But the heartbeat is always there. Even if in our lives we feel conquered and exiled, listen for the heartbeat. It’s always there.

St. Paul must have heard the heartbeat quite loudly. In his day, he was convinced not only that God was always present, but that God would return to earth in the person of Jesus. and would return very soon. Eventually, even Paul had to admit that his timing was off. But not before he, like King Hezekiah, left a message of Hope for us. In his message to the Romans, Paul insisted that the darkness is always is ending; the light of day is always dawning. Live as children of the light, and let there be no caving in to the darkness that forgets that God is always present. In writing to his 

Roman community, Paul might very well have quoted Isaiah’s words that we heard proclaimed today in our first reading,  Oh house of Leah and Rachel and Jacob, come, let us walk in the light of our God. We walk in Hope; we are children of the Light.

In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus adds a note of preparedness to this message of Hope. In today’s Gospel reading, Jesus says we must be prepared for the return of the Promised One, who will come at a time we least expect. Is Jesus talking about a literal eschatological coming of the Christ, a return in glory? I don’t know … maybe … but my sense is that what Jesus is saying  is more like an old story that I love about some brothers in a monastery who had lost their way spiritually, and who’d begun bickering among themselves with mean and nasty words. The abbot didn’t know what to do about this very un-Christian situation in his monastery. Until one day, an angel visited the abbot, and told him that the Christ would be visiting the monastery in the guise of one of the brothers, and that Christ would judge the monastery based on the kindness and welcome that the brothers offered him.

The abbot told the brothers what the angel has told him, and of course they all began wondering which of their brothers was actually the Christ in disguise, and which one they really needed to be kind to. But when no one looked or acted any differently than they did before, they eventually decided they’d better treat each brother with kindness and love, just in case that brother turned out to be the Christ. A spirit of peace and calm soon returned to the monastery. There was welcome, hospitality, and love among all the brothers. 

Did Christ ever show up? Did he manifest as the King of Glory returned to earth there in that monastery? No one knows. But what we do know is that the brothers were prepared. Their preparation for Christ’s manifestation was in simply noticing each other, seeing Christ in each other, acting each day as though God were with them. True to Jesus’ words in today’s Gospel, the Promised One had indeed come at the time they least expected.  

As we conclude our liturgy today, we’ll sing the words Soon and very soon, we are goin’ to see the King. And indeed we are. We are goin’ to see the King who lives in the heart of that person who just stomped on our very last nerve … we are goin’ to see the King in the driver’s seat of the car that just zipped into that parking space we were waiting for … we are goin’ to see the King in the person who grabbed the last 65 inch, 4K Ultra HD TV on sale on Black Friday before we could get to it. But we’re also goin’ to see the King in politicians we hoped would never have been elected … in billionaires who would rather put men on the moon than food on the tables of those who are hungry … in gun manufacturers  who have monetized murder. Like those brothers in the monastery, if we’re going to be prepared to see the King, our hearts must be open to the reality of God’s presence even in those brothers and sisters whom we find the most despicable. 

Like the tribes of Israel and Judah, we live in times that can bruise and batter us. The times we live in can leave us feeling ungrounded and off-balance. So much is up in the air. So much is out of our control.  But one thing we can do is remember that today we begin another season of Advent. And on this first Sunday of Advent, we celebrate the truth that Hope springs eternal. The heartbeat of God continues to pulsate throughout the universe. There’s never a time when God isn’t with us. We simply have to be open to hearing that heartbeat everywhere, and sometimes in ways we might never expect.  

So may we walk into Advent this year filled with Hope. It is Hope that will enable us to be prepared for the coming of the Promised One, and Hope that will continue to  assure us that, soon  and very soon – indeed, this very day – we are goin’ to see the King … if only our eyes and our hearts are open . 
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